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Book 1: Brooklyn Bratva 


BROOKLYN BRATVA 


Becca 


My dad's best friend Ivan has always been the man of my 
dreams, so | jump at the chance to take up a placement at a 
Brooklyn clinic, while living with his mom. All I want is a shot 
at my happily ever after with the Russian New York Cop I've 
been idolizing since my teens. | know | can make him fall for 
me. 


Things aren't quite the way | remember them, and it's a 
different kind of world | end up tangled in. Ivan's not who | 
thought he was, but does that matter when I'm already too 
far gone to care? How deep am | prepared to go for the older 
man of my dreams? 


Ivan 


| came to Brooklyn to work for the Bratva over a decade ago. 
Becoming a cop was part of the deal, but my loyalty has 
always been to Russia alone. Until Becca storms back into 
my life and upends everything. 


Keeping my best friend's daughter out of trouble turns into a 
priority as soon as | see her again. With things heating up 
as the Ukranians vie for more control of Brighton Beach, and 
a new boss circling on the horizon, playing Good Cop is 
easier said than done. 


Becca's the only woman who could ever steal my heart, but 
convincing her father to let me keep it is going to be another 
matter. Could she forgive me for solving my problems the 
Russian way, and can she ever see herself as a Bratva bride? 


Going head to head with her dad to make her mine might 
end up being one move too far. Will I risk losing it all to 
keep her, or is there another way? 


*Brooklyn Bratva is an insta-everything standalone 
instalove romance with an HEA, no cheating, and no 
cliffhanger. 


NEWSLETTER 


Wake up to a free, new, original story on Christmas morning 
by joining my mailing list and staying subscribed. 


Click here >> Get a FREE book for Christmas 


CHAPTER 1 


Ivan 


The Uzbek across the table from me shook his head, lip 
snarling up in undisguised disgust as | counted off my cut 
from the stack of bills he'd set down, and handed him back a 
far thinner pile. 


"This is all?" 


Centering my stack of bills with a quick shuffle and tap, | 
placed it into an unmarked envelope | already had waiting 
and slipped it inside the jacket pocket of my suit. The 
opposite side to my shoulder holster. 


"This is the way of the world, Ruslan," | told him. My accent 
had softened over the years, thanks to my language teacher 
who had remained my close friend. Ruslan's was still harsh. 
"You don't want to make worries for Moscow, believe me." 


His lips pursed together like he'd swallowed a mouthful of 
sour lemons. He knew this was what he should expect. He 
smiled like it was painful for him to do so. | recognized the 
sentiment. 


"As you say, Detective Kovalenko. We want Russia on our 
side." 


The Russian speakers in Brooklyn weren't all Russian 
natives, although so few of them - of us - were born 
American citizens. Lately there had been an influx of people 
from The Stans. But they were happy to fall in with Moscow, 


when the brotherhood - the Bratva - flexed their muscles and 
made it clear how difficult, or easy, life could be. 


Ruslan was one of them. New in and still on the fence. | 
watched him roll his money into a tightly wound cylinder 
and snap an elastic band around it before he tucked it into 
the inside pocket of his worn coat. 


| saw myself in him a little. No doubt he would learn to blend 
in over time, the way | had to. 


| took a sip of my coffee, savoring the bitter-sweet liquid in 
the tiny cup as | watched him walk out of the private back 
room | used in Mehmet’s and out into the bright, bustling 
cafe, rejoining Brighton Beach Avenue and the rest of the 
world beyond the shadows. 


I'm Timoshenko's man, but over here that doesn't always 
give me the respect it should. 


They think because he's old, he doesn't have the hold on 
the network that he used to. He's spread himself too thinly, 
they say. He can't possibly have control of so many 
syndicates so widely dispersed. 


They think too small. 


They don't understand that a man like him has a way of 
sniffing out opportunities at every turn, and making himself 
the most indispensible contact to have, in whatever region 
you choose to take your business. 


They don't understand how much business he controls, or 
how many links and deals and trades he has with other 
much more inconsequential gangs across the globe. 


They don't understand how he enforces any of it. 
Ruslan was a case in point. 


No doubt he would be going straight to Grigori Menshikov, 
the Ukraninan, with the ringing of the shop bell still in his 
ears. He'd already be thinking of ways to try and get a better 
deal as the door swung closed behind him. And by the end 
of the week, | would have to show him that a Russian never 
threatened anything that he did not intend to carry out, and 
did not abide by dishonest dealings no matter what 
language you spoke. 


Ruslan's religion, his nationality didn't matter to me. Better 
Uzbek than American. The syndicate had been a melting 
pot of Jews and Muslims and Russian Orthodox since it had 
formed out of the frozen hell pits of the Gulags, and the 
latest iteration contained as many men who had forsaken 
God in all his guises as devout worshippers from all three 
major faiths. 


Brighton Beach might not have been familiar with the 
Chechen Muslims, but the Russian Jews who'd dominated 
the area for so long were aging and dying off, steadily being 
replaced by men like Ruslan, who brought their mosques 
with them. 


Men like Mehmet posed a different kind of challenge, 
because we didn't have the Russian tongue to bind us 
together. But I'd had no cause to make enemies of the Turks 
so far. And | liked their coffee better than the American filth. 


If | could, I'd return to Moscow in a heartbeat, away from this 
constant stream of people who cheated each other with no 
sense of honor, or the consequences they bring down on 


themselves. But if | had to be in America, then it might as 
well be here. 


There was no understanding when it came to the petty 
criminals | dealt with daily, only a sense of being out for 
themselves. No code to fall back on. The rats would cross 
and double cross until they had both sides gunning for 
them. It had rubbed off on some of the local racketeers too, 
and | was weary of it. 


I'd come in the 90s, after the fall, along with a wave of other 
immigrants. Most came over illegally in that first wave, but | 
was from a later batch when it became clear that the old- 
style violence wasn't going to fly. If those in control in the 
motherland wanted to maintain their overseas endeavors, 
there had to be some subtlety. 


Especially in an area speckled with other longstanding 
organizations with their own claim on each slice of the pie. 
The Italians needed careful handling, as did the Ukrainians 
who viewed themselves as the forefathers of our Little 
Odessa. And rightly so. But they didn't have the connections 
the Bratva could supply. We could guarantee better profits, 
products and sales. 


Long live free market capitalism. It was the only thing to 
drive us and to let us take off. 


Even though | could still walk down the street and hear 
nothing but Russian, there was a difference between a 
Ukrainian and a Muscovite and all the new incomers who 
were looking for their own place in the world. 


| hadn't been around people who understood the distinction 
in along time. But to me it was always clear. 


There were no honest thieves left in this town. So, | had to 
be sheriff to them all. 


Becca 


The familiar grime of New York crept in mile by mile as the 
train got closer and closer to Grand Central Station. It shook 
me how unaccustomed I'd become to it after the past seven 
years living in sleepy suburbia and on campus. 


There were so many people on the concourse. For a minute | 
was paralyzed, certain there was no way through for me with 
all my things. Anxiety tightened my chest as they bustled 
and shoved around each other, footfalls surging around me 
in a storm-cloud patter, cell phone conversations coming at 
me in loud snippets, coffees sloshing, and then | took a deep 
breath and hoisted my bulging bag higher on my shoulder 
and headed out onto the street. 


The smell of the city hit me - pollution in the air, grime on 
the pavement from the overflowing dumpster around the 
side of the shops, the smell of food coagulating in the 
drizzle, steam hissing up from the vents. 


You could take a girl out of the city, but you couldn't take 
the city out of the girl. | wasn't some small town kid who 
didn't know how to hold her own on the sidewalk. I'd spent 
the first fifteen years of my life in Brooklyn. | wasn't going to 
go to pieces because I'd hit Manhattan in the middle of rush 
hour. 


It was a slog across the busy street to the Subway where | 
needed to pick up the B train. 


The platform was heaving, but | squeezed myself on, 
ignoring the dirty looks | was getting because of the size of 
my bag. 


There wasn't another way for me to get to Brighton Beach 
and | was just as entitled as any of them to be here. | flashed 
a smile at everyone and nobody at all at the same time. 


"What are you gonna do? Gotta get home somehow." 


Tuning out my fellow passengers, | plugged in my 
headphones and turned up the volume on my music player. | 
dropped my bag by my feet and pulled out a well worn copy 
of Eugene Onegin. 


It was nearly twenty minutes before | got a seat. This time of 
year there weren't so many people heading down to the 
coast, which was fine by me. 


Right from when I was a little girl | Knew | wanted to marry a 
Russian man. | guess it was a silly childhood fixation, but | 
couldn't get the idea out of my head. 


Dad taught English to the Russian speakers coming to live in 
Brighton Beach for the first fifteen years of my life, before 
we moved upstate to Albany. And my teenage fantasies were 
filled with a jumble of the Slavs who used to come to our 
house. 


Some of them scared me. Others enthralled me. 
One in particular. And he was my Dad's best friend. 
Ivan Danilovich Kovalenko, NYPD Detective with the 60th 


Precinct was my idea of the perfect man and he always had 
been. 


It wasn't just that he was tall and brooding - because, boy, 
did he brood - and it wasn't just that he was a cop. It was 
everything, from the rumble of his laugh to the rough, 
weatheredness of his hands that told me he knew what real 
work was. 


He immigrated when | was ten, and Dad helped him get his 
English up to speed for the police academy entrance exams. 
| guess they hit it off, because he kept coming around every 
week, even when he was practically fluent. By the time | was 
eleven, | had an obsession the size of New Jersey. 


| made Dad take me down to Brighton Beach all the time, 
and we brought home every dish we could from Brighton 
Bazaar. | begged him to let me take p/roshkito school for 
lunch - patties filled with meat and vegetables - and | didn't 
care if | was the only kid in my class who didn't have a PB&J 
Sandwich. It was Russian, so it was better. Ivan might even 
be eating the same thing as I was at exactly the same time, 
and to me back then, that was practically kissing. It was the 
closest | ever got to swapping bodily fluids with the man 
anyhow. 


| saw how hard he worked. He had this drive in him that I'd 
never seen in anyone else before, like he wasn't going to let 
anything stand in his way of getting where he wanted to be. 
His was the face | saw when I read about any romantic hero 
in one of my books, but | knew he'd do the job far better 
than any of them ever did. 


| might not have understood a word of what he said, but | 
loved the gravelly, grumble of his voice when he spoke 
Russian to my father. He didn't have to raise his voice for me 
to hear the authority in his tone. | used to stay up late, 
listening to them in the living room, talking and drinking, 


knowing that he'd never see me as anything other than the 
kid that | was, wishing that one day he'd look at me and 
know | was meant to be his. 


| loved reading Eugene Onegin. | saw myself as Tatyana, the 
shy, passionate girl who fell for the suave gentleman from 
St. Petersburg, only to find herself ignored by him and 
spurned. One day, he'd realize his mistake and he would 
come to me. | ignored the fact that Ivan was nothing like a 
preening dandy, and | had never even tried to tell him how | 
felt, in a letter or otherwise - thank God, or I'd never have 
lived the humiliation down. Of course, | dreamed that we'd 
end up with the happy ending that the two characters in my 
book never got. | always hated Pushkin for that. 


Sure, he could make his social commentary, but could he cut 
his characters a break once he was done? | always thought it 
was desperately tragic that they never got to be together. 


I'd grown up a lot in the past seven years. This year | 
graduated college with a minor in Russian Literature and all | 
needed to apply for medical school. But for all that, | hadn't 
managed to shake my obsession. 


| thought college would force me to move on, but | barely let 
anything distract me from my studies. And then | saw a 
placement come up helping out in a health clinic right in 
Brighton Beach a few days a week. And that stupid little 
voice in my head told me it had to be fate. 


It would be perfect to give me the experience | needed for 
the next step in my education. Dad agreed. 


Before | knew it, he'd sorted it out so | could stay with Ivan's 
mother, which was more than | could have hoped for. Not 
only would it be a great experience to act as her home help, 


picking up groceries and looking out for her overnight and 
on the weekends, but it gave me the excuse | needed to get 
close to Ivan again. 


Obsessed or not, more than anything | needed to find out 
once and for all whether he'd ever see me as anything more 
than his best friend's kid. 


Somewhere in those teenage years, he'd managed to ruin 
me for all other men, without ever laying a finger on me. 
God, | wished he'd so much as ruffled my hair. But it never 
happened. Why would it? He was a good man, and | was his 
friend's teenage daughter. | probably wouldn't have been so 
starry eyed over him now if he'd ever done what I'd wanted 
him to, but he had barely noticed me. | couldn't go on with 
this fantasy if that was all it was. 


| wasn't a teenager anymore though. Twenty-two was an 
adult through and through and no one could argue with 
that. Not even him. 


So now | needed to make him see I was all woman, or let my 
fantasy life with Ivan go. I'd wind up on my own with a 
hundred cats because no one else was quite right unless | 
did something. I'd barely even let a boy kiss me because 
some stupid part of me wanted Ivan to have my first 
everything. 


How could the fumblings of a teenager compare with the 
way | knew Ivan could touch me? | didn't want some mistake 
of a first time. | wanted a man | trusted. A man who knew 
what he was doing. But the truth was, | didn't want him for 
just one night. My head was filled with images of how 
perfect our life could be together. | thought about what our 
children would look like, and wrote my name out over and 


over on blank pages in my class notes, practicing my 
signature with his surname. 


If he didn't want me, | didn't have a plan for what came 
next. Maybe I'd be able to find another Russian closer to my 
age who made my heart pound the way Ivan did. But | 
doubted it. 


The ones I'd met who were closer to my age were all 
designer suits, deep bronze tans and Gucci loafers, 
surrounded by women with inflated breasts, spray on jeans 
and flawless makeup. Oligarch's sons | guess. And that 
wasn't what | wanted. | wanted a real man who wasn't afraid 
to get his hands dirty. A man who'd worked to get where he 
was in life and who'd been through things that no one 
growing up in America could ever really understand. A man 
with eyes that switched from steely hardness to match his 
face, to a softer warmth when he thought no one was 
watching. 


A man like Detective Kovalenko. 


CHAPTER 2 


Ivan 


The timing was bad, given the teething problems with 
Ruslan's fledgling operation, but | promised Joe that | would 
let his daughter stay in the condo with my mother, so | 
would just have to work around her. A promise was a 
promise. 


The job couldn't stop or Ruslan wouldn't be the only one 
who had to worry about Moscow. I'd find a way to keep her 
out of it. 


Mama had been in poor health since before we'd come over. 
Too many sacrifices for her son in the cold winters back in 
Moscow when we had no hot water in our home and nowhere 
to move to even if we'd had the money to pay for a better 
place, along with the bribes needed to secure it. 


It would bring me some peace of mind to know that there 
would be someone around to look out for her that she 
couldn't turn away. It was perfect. Becca needed a place to 
stay, so Mama could view it as a favor to her, rather than the 
live-in assistant she'd been rallying against, and her pride 
could stay intact. | was glad of that. But it meant | would 
have to be very careful about how | carried on business. 


I'd arranged to meet her by the station. Now that the Uzbek 
had left, I'd come out from the back and taken a seat by the 
window, where | could see the crossroads the subway steps 
came down onto. 


It wasn't only Russian places in the area now, and while that 
was causing a problem for one side of me, the other side of 
me was happy to enjoy the dark, bitter coffee and sticky 
squares of syrup-drenched pastries with nuts. 


| remembered her as a kid with a sweet tooth. | was 
expecting to see the kid I'd waved goodbye to seven years 
earlier, but instead | watched the most beautiful woman I'd 
ever laid eyes on turn onto the street, her dark hair snarled 
into curls that were being whipped about by the wind that 
always zipped along the cross roads here, underneath the 
bridge for the train. 


| had to do a double take. But there was something about 
the way she walked, the way she held herself that told me it 
was her, even from a distance. She had to be Becca. The 
strap of her oversized bag pulled down one of her slim 
shoulders. She had on high-waisted jeans, ankle boots and a 
plain white t-shirt, oversized sunglasses and a dark blue 
leather jacket. 


Right now Becca looked tastier than any morsel on display 
in the glass topped counter, ambling down the street 
towards me with a sway in her hips that she couldn't have 
known was so provocative, and it floored me. 


Why hadn't Joe told me she was all grown up? | should've 
realized. Of course she wasn't a kid anymore, but | hadn't 
expected this. 


My cock twitched in my pants, like it knew the only place it 
belonged was buried deep inside her and | wanted to leap 
out of my seat and race to her side. | wasn't the only one 
staring. | wanted to pulverize the rest of them. 


Like a crackle of electricity zapping through me, she made 
my whole body jolt to life. It felt like I'd been resuscitated, 
only | never realized I'd been dead. | must have been, 
because | couldn't remember the last time I'd looked at a 
woman and felt anything other than bored disinterest. 


But | was salivating over her. 


My eyes bored into her, through the glass of the window, 
and | tried to steady my breathing. The animal side of me 
wanted to stalk out there, pull her to me and make her mine, 
but | had to get a grip. She was my best friend's daughter. | 
was fifteen years older than her. 


She tugged one of her headphones out of her ear, looking 
around as she slipped her cellphone out of her pocket, 
looking like she was checking directions, or maybe looking 
up my number. 


| shook myself, downing the rest of my coffee ready to go 
out to meet her. 


And that's when someone shoved her. 


There was a flurry of motion as one of the two men with 
hoods pulled over their faces behind her grabbed her phone, 
and threw it over to his buddy, slamming her hard against 
the wall. | should have noticed them following her. 


On any day, it was a long ride from Manhattan, but | knew 
she'd come a long way just to get here. | should have offered 
to pick her up. How could | have let her come all this way on 
her own? And now she was paying for it. | cursed myself for 
not picking her up. 


A growl rumbled in my throat, and | was out of the door of 
the cafe in an instant, shoving it hard enough that the bell 
jingled madly. Mehmet let out a yell, but | was half way down 
the street before | realized he was waving my bill at me. 


| wasted a moment to turn around, yelling back to him as | 
gestured towards Becca. 


“Look after her” 


| barely broke a sweat as | powered down the street after the 
pair of muggers, zoned in on the back of their heads. A red 
mist descended and | could practically see a target in the 
middle of each hood. | didn't care that the street was busy, 
that this was broad daylight. I'd finish the pair of them for 
touching her. 


Fists clenched, my knees pumped high as I sprinted down 
the street, dodging pedestrians. 


"Police. Get out of the way!" 


My hand was already closing around the butt of my service 
weapon - the Glock 17 I'd had to pay for an upgrade on a 
few years back. It was worth it. | could aim and fire without a 
second thought. The thug who'd dared to lay a hand on her 
was going to pay for what he'd done. He and his pal were 
going to wish they'd picked a different mark, and a different 
precinct. 


"Police! Freeze you piece of shit!" 
Predictably, neither of them did. 


Well, they'd just brought down a world of trouble on 
themselves. 


The cop in me already had their faces committed to memory, 
their builds cataloged and their sneakers noted. The best 
thing that could happen for them right now was for me to 
catch up with them, otherwise the mafia man in me was 
going to take over, and I'd hunt them down and really get 
my hands wet. 


This was my precinct, and my job was to keep it clean. 
Above suspicion. So that business could keep running 
smoothly for my fellow countrymen. | always did what | said | 
would, and punks like this had learned that, for the most 
part. 


That was the way it had been set up when | came into the 
country and that was the way it was now. These two didn't 
seem to have gotten the memo. 


No one messed with Brighton Beach, and no one messed 
with the woman who was going to be mine. 


And Becca was going to be mine. 


Body and soul, until death do us part. That was something | 
knew to be true as soon as the thought went through my 
head. Mama would be pleased. 


But first | had to annihilate any and all threats to her. Living 
in America was a Sacrifice I'd made for the wellbeing of my 
family, but it was home now like it or not, and | wasn't 
letting anyone think they could treat her that way in my part 
of town. 


Becca 


| hardly had time to shout out when I was slammed into the 
nearest shop window. Pathetically, | tripped over my own 
feet, and by the time | realized the jerkoff who'd shoved me 
had taken my phone, he'd sprinted off down the street. 


| didn't need a second longer to realize that the man who'd 
thundered past me, pouding down the sidewalk, face set 
into a snarl of fierce resolve, was Ivan. My avenger. 


| grimaced as | peeled myself back up off the ground, 
dusting myself off, thankful that | had at least some of my 
dignity in tact. The palms of my hands were grazed and 
stinging and I'd caught the shop window hard enough that | 
was pretty sure my hip was going to turn purple, but | didn't 
feel any of it as | watched him power down the street after 
them. They hadn't taken my bag or my money, just my 
phone. 


It'd be useless to them as soon as | reported the theft, but | 
already knew the first thing they'd do would be to turn it off 
and take out the SIM card. It would probably wind up ina 
whole other country where there was some wizard who could 
deregister it and unlock it without any of the in built security 
being triggered, and then it would probably end up on EBay. 


| was so pissed with myself. | wasn't some clueless idiot. | 
should have had enough street smarts to notice | was being 
targeted. But | was locked in my fantasy world, daydreaming 
about Ivan. 


It wasn't the phone that mattered, it was the pictures on it. 
Snapshots of times with friends and family that could never 
be replaced. And | knew | should have backed them all up 
somehow. 


His long legs ate up the distance. | couldn't help but smile 
when I saw the sudden shift from cockiness to utter terror 
when the guy Ivan was tailing looked back to see the 
powerhouse of a man charging after him like John Connor in 
Terminator. 


Ivan was unstoppable. | already knew that. My heart was 
beating as fast as if | was the one he was chasing. 


Part of me wished he was. 


Had he recognized me, or was this just the kind of man he 
was that he'd go after a mugger without a second thought? 


It shouldn't have mattered to me, but some childish part of 
me wanted him to be doing this for me. As if then I'd know 
he cared about me, instead of this just being him doing his 
job. 


| was so absorbed in watching him that | barely realized the 
man from the cafe he'd been in was trying to encourage me 
back to his shop. | waved him off with a smile. 


"I'm fine. Thank you." 
“Come, come. Sit and wait for your friend." 


| didn't want to go anywhere with anyone | didn't know. Not 
after that. All | wanted to do was watch Ivan dispatch the 
asshole who'd ruined my first day back in the city. | was 
shaken at how quickly I'd been left on my ass. And how 
easily surprised I'd been. 


All those street smarts | prided myself on couldn't have 
evaporated that quickly, could they? Maybe last time | was 
here, | was too young to be of interest. Now | guess | looked 


like someone who had the latest tech and was an easy 
target. 


| hated that the first impression Ivan had of me was of a 
clueless chick who needed rescuing. But at least | got my 
chance to see him in action. If nothing else I'd at least be 
able to look back and say | got my hero moment. 


He'd caught up with the slower of the pair, and someone let 
out a shriek as he drew his gun, but the mugger just carried 
on running. 


Suddenly, Ivan leapt forwards, tackling the guy to the 
ground. The brute force of the move slammed him hard into 
the pavement and there was a moment of stillness before 
Ivan grabbed a fistful of the man's hood and slammed his 
head hard against the pavement. He yanked the 
unconscious man's arms behind him and had him cuffed in a 
matter of seconds. 


To his feet again, he barely broke stride following the second 
man, and the mugger's idling pace turned to an out and out 
sprint. They were nearly out of view when Ivan seemed to 
get a second wind. 


My whole body was tuned to him as | watched the 
impressive display. He might have been in a suit, but there 
was nothing to suggest he'd spent much time at all in the 
past seven years behind a desk. He was running down the 
sidewalk like an Olympic athlete or some kind of Titan. 


Broad shoulders tapered to an almost impossible V at his 
waist and his thighs bulged inside the legs of his pants as he 
powered forward. 


| held my breath as it looked like the accomplice might get 
away, but | shouldn't have had such little faith. He made 
another lunge, his muscled arms grappling the skinny guy to 
the floor and they both dropped in a tangle of limbs. 


| couldn't make out what happened from the distance | was 
at, but by the time they were back on their feet, Ivan had 
the man's arm twisted behind him, and my phone in his 
hand. 


Ivan 


"Listen, punk," | wrenched his head back and the man 
eyeballed me, not even bothering to struggle. He was 
breathing hard, just like | was, but he had fear in his eyes, 
where mine had only gotten more serious. "You don't pull 
this shit in my neighborhood. Who are you working for?" 


Panting hard, he played like he couldn't get his words out, 
but | knew better than that. | pulled one arm up behind him, 
wrenching it hard and kneeling into his bicep until he 
screamed out like a panicked little bitch who'd never felt 
real pain." You tell them they don't wanna piss me off. You 
got that? Take your cell phone racket outside my damn 
neighborhood. This is my town, and you got no permission to 
be here." 


Only the beat officer who appeared on the scene once I'd 
secured the suspect stopped me from putting my fist clean 
through the asshole's head. 


| tossed the guy at him, and he practically collapsed, legs 
Shaking. | was surprised he didn't piss himself. Then again, 


maybe he didn't know better and only saw a cop when he 
looked at me. 


"Book him," | snarled. "And his scum-sucking friend back 
there." 


The pair of them had wasted enough of my time. | needed to 
meet the woman my best friend's daughter had grown into. 


Re-holstering my gun, | prowled back to the cafe, rolling the 
tension out of my shoulders. The adrenaline was beginning 
to disperse now that | knew Becca was no longer in danger 
and all of her possessions were safe. | was still pumped 
though, and all | wanted to do was fuck her into the middle 
of next week but unfortunately that wasn't going to happen. 


Mehmet was standing guard next to her, his beefy arms 
folded over the top of his ample belly and | nodded my 
thanks to him. Pulling out my wallet, | handed him a fifty to 
clear the bill and to reward him for his loyalty. All stick and 
no carrot didn't get anyone anywhere, and | knew that as 
well as my bosses did. His eyes widened, but he knew better 
than to question my decision and he stuffed the money into 
the pocket of his apron with a short nod. 


| shouldered Becca's bag without another word and handed 
over phone her back, holding her deep brown eyes for a long 
moment. 


"Hey," she said, after a long beat. Her smile was so bright 
and warm, like she'd been longing to see me for months. 


"Hey yourself. You should be more careful." 


The flush lit up her face, tinting her cheeks pink and 
reddening her ears. "I know. | can't believe I let that happen. 


| didn't even see them. They must have had me pegged 
back on the train. Thank you so much." 


She clutched her phone against her breast and | had a 
moment of sheer insanity when | wanted to wrench it away 
from her again, because | was the only person or thing who 
should be allowed to get so close to her skin. 


It took all the self control | had to stay standing as far apart 
from her as | did. 


"You looked distracted. Like a tourist." 


| couldn't shove her up against the wall and kiss her the way 
| wanted to. Not yet, when all she knew me as was her Dad's 
friend, when all she was expecting was a place to stay and 
someone to look out for her. 


Somehow | had to play it cool. Treating her like the kid | 
could clearly see she wasn't was my only defense and my 
only tactic. 


"Don't let it happen again. Your Dad would kill me." 

| leaned closer, and pulled the remaining earbud out of her 
ear, letting the wires dangle. My nose wrinkled at the 
crooning excuse for music that came out of the tiny 
speakers. 

"What is this your listening to?" 

"It's blatnaya pesnya." 

My snarl deepened, disgust curling my upper lip. She didn't 


need to be listening to overly romanticized music that 
glorified criminality the way only Russians knew it existed. 


"You like Russian music, we have geniuses. Composers, 
pianists. Not these crooners trying to pretend there's 
romance in leaving your family to fend for themselves while 
you're in prison." 


Becca's lips thinned, and | wanted to kiss the pout off her 
face. She shoved the earbud back in. 


"| like it. | like everything Russian." 


| scoffed a laugh, my lips quirking into my first real smile in 
months. My eyes tracked slowly over her body, down along 
her curves and all the way along her legs before scooting 
back up, pausing at the perfectly round swell of her breasts. 
| had to tear my eyes away to look back at her face. 


"You think you like gangsters? Men who've seen winters in a 
Siberian prison. You don't know who you're idolizing." 


| heard her breathing hitch and she bit her lip like she was 
trying to draw my attention to her lips. She pulled the 
headphones out again and winding them up. "Were you ever 
in prison over there?" 


| felt my eyes darken. "No." They'd needed a man with a 
clean record to take on the position | had now. Police officers 
couldn't be ex-cons. "You think every Russian is a gangster?" 
| snarled. "This is the problem with the West. You like 
everyone in neat little boxes that you already have the 
labels on." 


Becca's eyes softened, cheeks still glowing with 
embarrassment. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean | thought you were 
involved with the mafia. | didn't - you're the most stand-up 
guy | know. Of course you haven't been to prison. That was a 
stupid thing to ask. It was just - the way you said it." 


She was far too open, far too innocent. One harsh word and 
she gave up on her questions. Someone was going to take 
advantage of her one of these days. Hell, | already was, 
given she thought | was the whiter-than-white good guy my 
record aS a cop made out. There hadn't been a time when 
that was all that | was, with nothing else to it. 


But | was going to make sure that no one apart from me got 
the chance to corrupt her. Or to disabuse her of that notion. 


“Look at you. All grown up." I shook my head, still 
disbelieving that seeing her again felt like looking ata 
totally different person, but the change in her was 
undeniable. At fifteen she'd been gawky and awkward. At 
twenty-two, she was confident and far too damn attractive 
for her father to be sending her off into the city all on her 
own. 


My thoughts darkened, drifting to the college boys that no 
doubt had been harassing her for the duration of her 
studies. My teeth clenched hard enough for me to wonder 
whether anyone ever broke their own teeth. The chances 
were she had a boyfriend. Already | wanted to annihilate 
him. 


“Come. Let's eat." For now she was mine to protect, and | 
wasn't going to desert my duty. Her father had trusted me to 
keep her safe, and | wasn't going to let him down. 
Instinctively, my hand nestled into the small of her back as | 
guided her down the street, keeping her body close. If | had 
my way, this was the furthest apart we were ever going to be 
again. 


"Your journey went well apart from this, yes? Tell me about 
your father, and your studies." 


CHAPTER 3 


Becca 


| don't Know what I'd been hoping for. That he'd take one 
look at me and realize that here | was, the perfect woman for 
him, and he just hadn't seen it until now. 


The way he teased me over my taste in music and my 
Russian obsession made me feel foolish. And I'd already put 
my foot in my mouth, insulting him. 


| might have thought I'd known him seven years ago, but 
really all | knew about him was that he was Dad's friend, that 
he was illegally attractive and calm and serious, and the 
sound of his voice rumbling from downstairs had been what 
initiated my first time touching myself. 


And I'd felt so empty afterwards, because it wasn't him, and 
somehow | knew he wouldn't be impressed by me playing 
with myself like some kind of slut who was so obsessed with 
sex she didn't care how she got it. | didn't want that. | 
wanted him to make love to me and to show me how my 
body worked. How it was made to fit with his. 


| was certain he was the only one who could make me whole. 
But | had to get him on the same page first. 

Walking next to him down the street felt simultaneously 
easy, and like the most insurmountable task. The warm 


weight of his hand settled in at the base of my spine raced a 
tingle right through me, confirming everything I'd always 


known. Just that touch, through the layers of my jacket and 
top made my nipples twinge and my clit throb. If | ever got 
to have his hands on my naked body, | was going to be 
utterly doomed. 


| drew in an automatic breath, straightening my back, in 
some bodily attempt to press in even closer. | was on the 
Short side at five foot four, the way he towered over me 
made me feel so small, and so protected. His body was a 
barrier between me and the rest of the world, and I knew 
nothing bad was ever going to get through it. His hand fit 
against the curve of my back so perfectly we could have 
been cosmically tailored together and | wanted to see what 
other parts of him had been so perfectly made to fit me. 


But this was the middle of Brighton Beach Avenue and the 
bustle of it wasn't going to let up just because | was having 
a moment. 


| blinked, pulling myself together enough to remember he'd 
asked me a question, and to figure out how to use my voice 
again. 


"The train ride was fine. Took a bit longer than | 
remembered." Maybe because this time | was going towards 
the man of my dreams, and my impatience had reached a 
peak, whereas last time | was leaving him for what I thought 
would be forever and if the journey didn't end then 
somehow it couldn't be true yet. 


| glanced up at him, looking over the strong profile I'd 
etched so deeply into my memory. He hadn't changed much. 
Maybe a few more lines around his eyes and on his forehead, 
a little hint of gray in his hair. If anything, he looked better 
than | remembered. | liked the hint of stubble on his jaw. 


"You know Dad. He's living it up. Weekly Scrabble 
tournaments, teacher-parent mixers, racquetball. He's really 
living life in the fast lane." | laughed. 


A little kick of triumph peaked in me when I saw Ivan crack a 
smile. 


"Your father's a good man. He made a good life for you." 


| felt my cheeks heat again, embarrassed that Ivan was the 
one defending the man who'd done so much for me, even if | 
wasn't being serious. | hated to think he'd see me as 
ungrateful. My irritations with Dad mostly came from the 
fact that he'd dragged me away from Brooklyn, away from 
the few memories | had of my mom, and away from 
everything that seemed exciting in the world. Mostly Ivan 
himself. 


"I know. He really likes it there. He's doing great. The school 
really values him. And our house is pretty sweet. | mean, it's 
just him rattling around in it, but it's nice when I'm back for 
the holidays." 


"You prefer to live in the city?" 


| shrugged. "I don't know. Not Manhattan. | like Brooklyn, | 
guess. | mean it's pretty safe, crime's low thanks to the 
dedicated police officers." My smile glinted and I glanced up 
at him again. 


Ivan scoffed, shaking his head at me. 
"We do our best. Scum like that shouldn't be around here." 


His jaw rippled as he clenched it, and | could see how much 
the incident bothered him. 


"Well, | feel very protected right now." My eyes lingered on 
his lips and | had to force myself to look away before | did 
something stupid like try and kiss him. | could only imagine 
how awful it would be when he pushed me away and | 
wasn't brave enough to risk that he wouldn't. 


Ivan stopped walking and turned to face me. His hand 
slipped under my chin and he tilted my head higher so | 
couldn't hide from his eyes any longer. "I will always keep 
you Safe." 


He sounded so damn sincere, | forgot how to breathe. My 
heart was thundering so hard in my ears the sounds of the 
city dulled down to nothing. All | could do was nod mutely. 
For a minute, | thought Ivan was going to lean down and 
claim my mouth with his own. 


And then my phone rang, and we sprang apart. 

My head was spinning as | checked the display, hands 
shaking from the unexpected surge of adrenaline. Had that 
really happened? Was Ivan really just looking at me like he 
wanted to devour me? 

| blinked, forcing myself to focus as | picked up the phone. 
"Hi, Dad." 

Of course it was my father. Right when the man of my 
dreams nearly kisses me, my Dad's sixth sense must have 
kicked in and he had to call me right this second. 


"Becca! Are you there yet? Did you meet Ivan?" 


Before | could answer, Ivan's hand tugged my cell right out 
of my grip. His eyes weren't so focused on mine any longer, 


no doubt because of Dad's excellent timing and | felt the 
loss. My heart squeezed painfully with the thought that even 
though he was attracted to me, Ivan's friendship with my 
father, his loyalty to him, might be too much of a barrier for 
this to ever happen between us. It was a reality I'd never 
considered in my fantasies. 


| watched him turn away from me, striding a few paces 
away, one hand deep in his pocket. 


"Hey Joe." | watched Ivan's smile pull in as my Dad said 
something to him on the other end of the line, but there was 
a sense of strain at the corners of his eyes. "You can relax. 
She's here. We're going to get something to eat. She'll call 
you back later. Stop being overprotective. She's with me 
now." 


He met my eyes across the space he'd put between us, and | 
swallowed hard. Those words burned into me and | didn't 
hear another thing he said to my dad. That was all | wanted. 
To be with Ivan, under the protection of his strong, muscular 
arms. | didn't need anyone else if | was with him. 

He hit the end call button. 

And that was that. 

| shook my head on a slow smile. 

"Don't you think that was kinda rude?" 

"He needs to loosen the apron strings." 

| scoffed a laugh of my own, shaking my head at him again 


because | knew no one but him could get away with 
suggesting that to my Dad. 


"To be fair, | did just get mugged." 


"And | just saved you. No harm, no foul. You don't want to 
give the guy an aneurysm. He needs to let you stand on 
your own two feet." 


Amen. | could have kissed him. Dad had been overprotective 
of me since forever, and all | wanted was a chance to figure 
out the next step in my life without him checking up on me 
every five seconds. 


Ivan handed me my phone back. "Put that away before it 
gets you into any more trouble." 


This time | had to pick up my pace to keep up with him as he 
stalked off down the street, towards the boardwalk. The 
weight of my bag, packed with everything | thought I'd need 
for the month, didn't even seem to register. 


"What if I like trouble?" 

"You won't." 

"You said you'd keep me Safe." 

"And | will. But don't go making work for me, huh? Think 
about all the Russian grandmas in their fur coats with their 
tiny dogs that | can't help if I'm following you around all day 


beating up every guy who looks at you the wrong way." 


For a moment he looked at me, totally deadpan, and then 
his smile curled in. 


"Very funny. You wouldn't do that. Anyway, there wouldn't 
be that many." 


"You're kidding me, Becca. Every man on the street had his 
tongue hanging out watching you." 


| felt my face heat up again, uncomfortable that he'd 
noticed that and | hadn't. | didn't care about anyone else 
looking at me. | didn't want them to, | never had. The only 
man whose attention | wanted was lvan’s 


And | couldn't tell whether he was talking about himself too. 
My eyes met his again, risking the heady thud of my 
heartbeat rising all over again. My mouth was suddenly so 
dry | could barely swallow. "Not all of them." 


Ivan's lips twitched and he huffed out a dry breath of a 
laugh. "Every single one." 


There was anger in his voice, thrumming low and serious, 
but | didn't know who it was aimed at. 


Together we strolled down the boardwalk, and | couldn't help 
noticing the number of people who watched us. | guess we 
made a slightly strange pair. Ivan, as tall as ever, broad 
chested and evidently strong, looking every inch the cop he 
was, and me walking next to him, so much shorter and 
smaller in every way. 


With him carrying my bag | could kid myself that we were 


really together. Maybe that's what people saw when they 
looked at us. | hoped so. 


Ivan 


Joe's phone call snapped me out of the spell Becca had put 
me under like a bucket of iced water. | couldn't stay hard 
with my best friend's voice in my ear, asking me how his 
baby girl was. 


But she was doing a pretty good job of making me forget 
him. 


His intrusion made me mad. Becca wasn't the kid he kept 
painting her as. That much was already clear to me. She'd 
been looking at me like she wanted to take my clothes off 
since | met her. And he was holding her back, making me 
hold myself back too. He was always telling me I should find 
someone and settle down. Well, I'd found exactly who | 
wanted and he wasn't going to like it one bit. 


He'd be a hypocrite to get in the way. But | understood why 
he would. If Becca was my daughter, I'd want to protect her 
from every single man she ever came across. I'd give the 
guys her own age a hard time, but if she ever brought home 
someone as old as | was, I'd pitch him right out the door. 
There wouldn't be anyone good enough for Becca, and there 
wouldn't be for my daughters, when they came to exist. But 
| was different. | was made for her, and he had to see that. 


More importantly, | had to make her see it, without scaring 
her away. No matter what I'd said about her needing to 
stand on her own two feet, it was clear to me that Becca was 
as innocent as they came. She smiled easily, without any of 
the guard that most people built up around them after a 
lifetime of things failing to pan out the way they'd hoped. 
Joe had cushioned her from any hardship, and | respected 
him for that. 


It was the same thing I'd tried to do for my Mama. But | 
didn't think I had the right to control the way she lived her 


life. If | knew my friend as well as | thought | did, Joe had 
every last detail of Becca's next ten years planned out. And | 
was damn sure | didn't factor. 


The place I'd found for Mama to live gave her every luxury 
she could want. | was glad that Becca was able to take 
advantage too. | had so many savings | couldn't declare 
without bringing suspicion down on myself. But the 
syndicate had ways of making sure it all appeared to add up 
if Mama was the beneficiary. On paper, it looked like her 
wealth, filtering through from her Russian bank account 
came from some inheritance fund, or divorce settlement. 
Never mind that no one had left her a single ruble, or that 
my father had died in prison before | was ten. It made a hell 
of a lot more sense than me taking a salary from overseas. 


One day, when my duty was done, I'd have a nest egg to 
retire on and | could go wherever | wanted without the worry 
of looking over my shoulder every time | spent more than | 
should have been able to afford. But for now, | was living 
the life of an NYPD detective. 


I'd been successful for so long because | knew how to keep a 
low profile. | always had. And that was one of the things they 
valued about me. But having a low profile never meant | was 
free to operate without rules. 


CHAPTER 4 


Becca 


The Oceana Complex was just off the boardwalk, right where 
it had always been. When I was a kid, the exclusive 
development had seemed so far out of reach. Everyone 
knew the garages were full of the kind of cars that cost the 
Same as a house, and you could look down at the grounds 
between the buildings, watching the residents who came 
out, or the people who worked to keep the grounds pristine. 
The buildings all had views out over the ocean, and there 
was a huge pool, as well as a Sauna and Spa. It felt like 
somewhere I'd go on holiday when | won the lottery 
someday, not the kind of place | really expected people to 
live. 


But Ivan's mother had a two bed condo in one of the red 
brick buildings that towered over the flat expanse of pale 
yellow sand, like some grand European hotel. | guess they 
must have been pretty rich back in Moscow. The idea 
seemed strange to me, given that I'd never seen Ivan 
flashing his money about, and as far as | knew, he still lived 
in the same crummy apartment building that my Dad and | 
used to live in, over by the 60th Precinct, towards Coney 
Island. 


When he led me inside, | tried to keep my face neutral, and 
stopped myself from looking around at everything like I'd 
never seen an actual concierge desk in an apartment 
building before, and wasn't desperate to know whether | got 
to use the pool too. 


"It's very safe here," was the only thing Ivan had to say 
about it. 


We went up in one of the silent elevators, Ivan didn't make 
small talk. | didn't know what to say either. 


His mother opened the door with a beaming smile, lipstick 
Shell pink, foundation flawless, and her eyes perfectly lined. 


"Vanya, show our guest in." 


"Yes Mama." Ivan's lips twitched just enough for me to make 
out the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth as 
the tiny woman ordered him about with an imperial air. He'd 
been carrying my bag since retrieving my cell phone, and 
he'd already marched me on a rapid walking tour of the 
grounds and the building. | didn't know quite what else he 
was supposed to do, but he wasn't complaining. 


"This will be your room," he said, opening the door to a 
neatly appointed double bed, with floral covers and 
matching curtains that made me certain this was his mom's 
house, not his. I'd half hoped he lived here too. But what 
man his age still lived with his mother unless he had to? 

| guess getting me to help her out when she needed it 
meant he could carry on with his own private life. Of course 
he had his own place. Ivan had done well for himself in the 
police force and there was no reason why he wouldn't. | 
shouldn't have been so disappointed. 


He probably had a girlfriend or a wife too. The thought of 
that sapped the smile right off my face and I slumped back 
against one of the closet doors, needing something to 
support my weight because my legs didn't feel like holding 
me up any longer. 


"Oh! Is problem? You no like?" 


| swallowed hard, pushing the wave of premature grief back. 
"Oh, no Mrs Kovalenko. It's a lovely room. Thank you so 
much for letting me stay." 


"Da. Good. Is bathroom, there. And then kitchen through and 
through." 


| nodded, feeling a bit like one of those nodding dogs people 
get for their cars. 


Ivan set my bag down on the bed. 


"Closet," he said, unnecessarily, crossing the room to open 
the door of it that | wasn't leaning against. His body arched 
over mine and | was acutely aware of his hand on the tiny 
door handle, his knuckles just inches away from skimming 
against my belly. My whole body tensed at his proximity, my 
nipples turning into hard little bullets, aimed directly at him 
through the thin cotton of my t-shirt. 


My eyes locked onto his mouth and it was all | could do not 
to climb him like a tree right in front of his mother. Surely, 
he had to be able to tell how desperate for him | was. 


| swallowed hard, forcing myself to look away and my fingers 
tugged at the suddenly strangling neck of my top. | could 
barely breathe. 

"Right." 


He stepped back. "Drawers over there. I'll get you the WiFi 
password. Mama won't understand if you ask her for it." 


"Okay, thanks." | cleared my throat and childishly, crossed 
my fingers behind my back. "Do you stay here sometimes?" 


"No. | have some family matters | take care of in the study 
once or twice a week. That's all." 


My heart sank as the idea I'd had of spending more time 
with him disintegrated. This whole plan was childish. | had 
no reason to follow him around it wasn't going to be subtle if 
| kept turning up at the precinct, or asking him to come and 
check on his mom. He'd only end up thinking | was out of 
my depth and look for a replacement. 


"Vanya work too hard. Many, many hours. No time for poor 
Mama." 


"| don't want to disturb your sleep, Mama, coming and going 
all hours of the night." 


"Only you come eat my food and then you go away. Make 
live in apartment size of box." Mrs Kovalenko rolled her eyes. 
"Why? Is nice place here. Plenty room. Is beautiful view. Is 
pretty lady, now." Her smile glinted and she gestured to me. 


| blushed. Ivan's eyes hardened with clear irritation. 
"That's enough, Mama." 


"Why enough? No. You no live here, you no say enough." She 
blew out a breath that verged on a raspberry in her son's 
direction and looped her arm into mine. "We live here," she 
told him, and she patted my hand. Her head tilted like she 
had a lifetime's practice at getting her own way. "Not you. 
You be quiet. In morning you take Becya work. Maybe, if 
lucky, | give you borscht." 


For all that | would have preferred Ivan to have had a 
lightbulb moment about how we were meant to be together, 
| was grateful that his mother seemed to like me. | loved the 
woman already if she thought | was reason enough to keep 
her son around. 


"Mama..." 
“Enough. You go." 
Ivan rolled his eyes and | found myself laughing at the pair 


of them. Whatever happened with Ivan, the next few months 
were going to be fun. 


CHAPTER 5 


Ivan 


Leaving Becca in the apartment shouldn't have been as 
difficult for me as it was. She was in no danger in the 
Oceana Complex, and there was no reason for her to do 
anything other than settle in, unpack and get to know my 
mother. But part of me was still humming with adrenaline 
from intervening with those muggers. 


| wanted her where | could see her for the rest of the night. | 
wanted her under my direct protection. 


But Mama wasn't going to let me. 


There wasn't anyone else who could have stopped me. 
Leaving her alone went against every instinct | had. She was 
meant to be mine, but my claim on her was barely stated, let 
alone secure. As much as I'd been ready to smash those 
mugger's heads into the concrete, I'd held myself back when 
it came to her. | didn't want to scare her off with the strength 
of my feelings that had hit me like a lightning strike. 


After all this time and with the situation between us - her 
father being my best friend - it had to be right. | knew | 
wasn't going to take no for an answer, but that didn't mean 
I'd force her into anything. When | made my move, she was 
already going to know that | was the only man for her. 


| couldn't do that when I was so far away. 


But I'd be around first thing in the morning, and my number 
was on speed dial. 


Dismissed from my mother's house, | had no choice but to 
head back out and | knew exactly where | was going. 


The way those guys had targeted Becca made me see red. 
Being arrested wasn't good enough. Whatever else my plans 
had been for the evening, they now involved one thing and 
one thing only. The jokers who thought they could set up 
guys to mug young women on my patch were going down. 


The pair were still in holding at the precinct waiting to be 
formally booked for a court date and bailed. The duty 
sergeant | had in my pocket let me into the cells fora 
Benjamin. | led the first of the pair to an empty interview 
room, knowing | had the place to myself. We were out of 
hours now, just about. 


Used to be, you could get away with an off the record 
conversation in an interview room more easily. But these 
days everything had to be by the book. Recorded on tape, 
witnessed, legal counsel present, if requested. The only way 
to avoid that was to not officially be there. 


Luckily, it didn't take much for me to get that to happen. 
When I walked into the room, the guy who'd got away 
without me smashing his head into the pavement paled and 
scrambled back from his seat at the interview table, trying 
to put more distance between us. 


"What the hell? You're the fucker who smashed Silo's head 
in. That was fucked, man. You're an animal." 


"You better believe it." | turned the metal chair opposite the 
bare table around, and straddled it, folding my arms on top 


of the back, making sure he could see the bulge of my 
muscles. "Jerome, right?" 


He gave an unwilling nod and the panicked look in his eyes 
betrayed how young he was. 


"Here's what's going to happen. You're going to tell me 
who's paying you for the cell phones, and then you're going 
to tell me were you meet him." 


"I'm not telling you pigs anything. You're batshit crazy. You 
know that?" 


“Let me make this very clear to you Jerome. Do you see a 
camera? This isn't an official interview. I'm not here as a 
police officer right now." 


"I guess not." His eyes shifted nervously towards the door, 
and then to the reflective mirror glass of the observation 
gallery. "What are you here as?" 


| unholstered my gun and set it down on the table. The 
man's eyes locked onto it. 


"You don't need to know that. This is an unofficial chat. You 
want to keep it unofficial, right? You look cooperative to me." 


"Shit, man. | don't have to tell you anything. | don't know 
what the hell you're talking about. You're acting all tough, 
but you can't do anything to me in here. That's police 
brutality." 


"Can't I'? Let's see. You said you had some information for 
me. That it could only be off the record. We came in here. 
You made a grab for my gun. In the struggle, you ended up 
getting shot. Not fatal, and | guess you won't miss your 


kneecap so much, but | hear it's right up there on the pain 
scale. | might get a slap on the wrist for not following 
procedure. But you'll get a permanent limp if my aim's good. 
Might lose the leg if your shin bone shatters. It's all in the 
angle." 


His eyes widened even more. "No. No way. You're yanking 
my chain." 


"Oh, Jerome. Don't make the mistake of thinking | won't do 
this. You've got until | get to five. | want a name." 


"One." 

"Fuck you, man. I'm no snitch." 

"Two" 

"Three." 

| picked up the gun off the table and stepped around it, 
grabbing the man by the back of the collar and hauling him 
to his feet. The legs of his chair screeched across the floor 
and he hunched in on himself, his whole body tensing. That 
bravado he'd been trying for disappeared in an instant. 
"Four." 

"Okay-okay!" 

“Four and a half. I'm listening." 


"I don't know who he is. Some Russian guy!" 


"Four and three quarters. Try again. He's not Russian." 


"| dunno. He sounds Russian to me! Big guy, dark hair." 
"Him and half the city. I'm done talking. Five." 

"Wait! The drop site's out by Coney Island. Under the 
boardwalk. There's some steps, right by the aquarium. We 
leave the phones in a paper bag, go around the block and 
when we come back there's the cash." 


"That's more like it. How do you get in touch with him?" 


"| dunno. He just turned up with this plan. Said if we did 
what he said, it'd be worth our while." 


"| don't want your sob story. How do you get in touch to tell 
him to do a pick up?" 


"He gave me a burner." 

"Where is it?" 

"My bedside drawer." 

His eyes bulged and he was still watching me like | might 
still decide to shoot him anyway. The guy wasn't as stupid as 
he looked. 


"Where's the key to your place?" 


"You guys have it. Took it off me. Personal effects, evidence. | 
don't know!" 


"Fine." 


| re-holstered my Glock. "You did good Jerome. | can see 
you're a pawn here and you didn't realize that you were 


getting mixed up with things that don't belong in Brighton 
Beach. 


"The Russians own this town, and no one goes around 
stealing phones, hurting the women in my neighborhood for 
fucking pocket money. Listen to me. You need to untangle 
yourself from the thugs you're involved with if you want a 
real future, otherwise your prospects are looking pretty short 
lived, Jerome. You want job security when you get out, you 
come to me. If you don't, you need to wise up, fast, because 
we won't be having this conversation again, next time | 
catch you." 


CHAPTER 6 


Ivan 


This time of night Tatiana's was just starting up the evening 
trade. The lights were on inside the awning that extended 
out from the main building onto the boardwalk itself, and | 
could hear the music playing already. 


The place had been on the boardwalk as long as anyone | 
knew could remember, and the crowd who frequented it 
knew exactly what to expect - as much food as they wanted 
along with as much to drink as they could stomach before 
the dance floor filled up. Tonight there was no scheduled 
performance of Russian dancing, and the crowd was more 
serious and older than it tended towards the weekend when 
the tourists streamed in for a flavor of Little Odessa. 


As Russian as the menu was, it was the Ukranians | came to 
see. 


The girl at the front got me a table without any of the 
sycophantic fuss that would have been made if this was in 
any other part of New York. | appreciated the straightforward 
service. 


I'd eaten with Becca, but | could always eat more and | 
ordered an array of Zakuski - little dishes - along with a 
bottle of vodka. In Moscow, people drank vodka to get drunk 
and only to get drunk, or to prove how much they could 
handle. It was nothing more than easily acquired gut rot. But 
here, they mixed it into cocktails and infused it with fruits 


and tried to make out as if it was a speciality rather than the 
closest thing to pure ethanol that wouldn't kill you. 


Tatiana's hadn't gone in that direction. The waitress plonked 
down a slim, tall bottle onto my table along with a sturdy 
tumbler and I cracked the top and poured myself out a hefty 
measure. 


Across the other side of the restaurant, | could see Grigori's 
henchmen glaring at me. Coming here was stepping into 
one of their favoured haunts. Coming here was throwing my 
weight around. But it made sense. They couldn't start 
thinking that | was going to let them get away with hooking 
onto more of the business ventures we'd taken such pains to 
establish. 


It might not have been bringing in millions, but the rackets 
that went on in my area were key to funding the larger 
projects our syndicate ran. From Brighton Beach it ran up all 
the way to the top of the pyramid. Without me to keep it 
flowing, and other men like me in other outposts just like 
this, the pyramid would be much smaller. 


| raised my glass in a silent toast across the room, and the 
pair shook their heads. 


| downed the ice cold liquid in one go and poured another 
glass. 


The waitress set down an array of small plates, covering the 
table in front of me, and one of the women who'd been at 
the table with the Ukranians strolled, excessively slowly, 
across the room towards me. 


Her breasts were pushed up towards her neck, and the 
neckline of her top was low enough that the lace of her bra 


was visible. The deep red fabric stretched taut across the 
artificially rounded swells of them and | could have filed my 
tax return in the valley of her cleavage. | had no doubt I'd 
feel the hardened silicone lumps of the implants if | 
squeezed them, but | had no desire to. She was 
indistinguishable to me from any other whore. Paid or not, 
that's what she was. 


"You having a good night, Detective Kovalenko? | could 
make it better for you." 


The thought disgusted me. Women like her hung around 
men they deemed powerful. Men like the ones in 
Menshikov's crew were small fry. Maybe she was trying to 
size up, or maybe she was doing them favors, aiming to cozy 
up to me and feed information back. | didn't care which it 
was. She wasn't getting anywhere with me. 


"No thanks." 


She perched on the edge of the table, and her tongue traced 
over the bright red swell of her pouting lower lip. "You look 
so lonely, all on your own. A man like you should have all 
the company he wants." 


She leaned in closer, the sides of her arms pushing her 
breasts closer together. | let her draw my eyes down for 
another look, and a frown pulled onto my face. Compared to 
Becca she was a harpy. 


| could see the wrinkles beneath her makeup, the bags 
under her eyes, and her flawless face was too plasticated to 
come close to looking real. All she thought she had was her 
body, but the way she acted like she could manipulate me 
with it turned me off completely. 


No doubt she worked hard for her image, but it did nothing 
for me. She didn't even have the intelligence to wear real 
perfume rather than the knock-off stuff Mehmet concocted 
in his brother's lock up, and the stale flowery scent hung in 
the air around her. 


A day ago | wouldn't have been so disgusted, but Becca 
made me see how entrenched in grime I'd let myself 
become. This world | lived and worked in wasn't the one | 
wanted for myself. 


"You're wasting your time sweetheart, Go back to your 
boyfriend. Tell him I'm not going to bite." 


| picked my glass up again, and knocked back another shot. 
Out of the corner of my eye | saw her foot bounce in the air, 
but her frustration didn't come out in any other way. Her 
smile didn't crack. If anything it widened, and she gave an 
overly slow shrug. 


"Whatever you say. When you change your mind, you call 
me." Without hesitation, she pulled a business card out of 
the back pocket of her skin-tight jeans and set it down on 
the table. Her high shine red nail pinned it down and she 
didn't pull away until | looked her in the eye. "Katja. | really 
think | could help you out." 


| shook my head, unamused by her gall. When she finally 
stepped back from the table, it was with a turn of her head 
and a finger-wave. No doubt to maintain the charade that 
she'd made headway for the boyfriend she was going back 
to. Aman who'd use the woman he was involved with as a 
honey trap was, to my mind, on the same level as something 
you scraped off the bottom of your shoe. 


| gritted my teeth. 


ul Wait." 


| might not have felt a shred of attraction for her, but any 
woman deserved better than that. | left the card exactly 
where it was and skewered a pickled herring with my fork as 
she looked back to me. 


For tonight, the main purpose of being here was to maintain 
visibility, I'd rather have been at home. All I could think 
about was Becca, and how | wanted to plunder her body and 
take her. 


But more than that, | could see her next to me, on the couch, 
both of us in the kitchen, side by side in bed. It didn't matter 
where as long as it wasn't some tacky-floored club thick with 
the stale smell of sloshed alcohol, dry ice and dust burnt 
onto the stage lights. 


| was done with this. | wanted the wholesome life her dad 
had tried to carve for her. And | could provide it. But right 
now, there were too many bad apples | had to deal with first. 


I'd have run those men down and killed them with my bare 
hands for doing far less than what they did to Becca. No one 
was going to drag her down. | barely had the restraint not to 
get my hands wet right in the middle of the street in broad 
daylight. 


But | was going to find out who was pulling the strings. And | 
was going to end the little game they had going once and 
for all. 


"Yes?" 


“Ask your boyfriend whether Grigori is running cell phones. 
There's someone starting something up." 


ul So?" 


"So, they need to pack up shop. Either they disappear on 
their own, or | make them go." 


The woman scoffed. "You're not the boss around here, just 
because you have some Russian friends." 


"Is that so?" 


Her smile had returned, as though she thought she was 
getting somewhere with me after all. "Everyone has Russian 
friends, Ivan." She slunk back to the table and slid her hand 
up along my thigh. "Maybe because they get so cold and 
lonely. You need to do better than threats." 


| caught her hand at the wrist, and my grip tightened until 
she flinched and pulled back. 


"You tell them Grigori can play at being the big boss all he 
likes, but he runs what we approve of, and he doesn't poach 
business or clients. He knows this. It's been that way for 
years. There are going to be consequences if he's changing 
it up." 


She narrowed her eyes as she rubbed at her wrist, nursing it 
like a wounded animal. 


"I don't know anything about that. You tell them yourself if 
you're too important to talk to me." 


Finally, she left me alone and | dug into my food. 


She was wrong about me. | wasn't looking for just any 
woman to relieve my loneliness. | didn't need to escape from 
my own company. | could handle being alone and living my 
life this way. I'd rather take that than let someone like her 
get her talons into me and my life. But Becca was different. 
Becca reminded me of all the things I used to love. 


| picked up the woman's card and ripped it in half, 
depositing it on the floor. | wasn't hers to have. | wasn't 
anyone's apart from Becca’s. Even though she didn't know 
yet how completely hers | was. 


| poured another glass and focused my thoughts on her all 
over again, feeling my cock rouse as | conjured the memory 
of her smooth skin and her smile. She would never parade 
herself like that for anyone to leer at. It was clear she had 
more respect for herself, and | could see that would follow 
over into respect for me. 


She'd been so pleased with the apartment, and Mama had 
taken to her in an instant. | wanted her in my life. | wanted 
her beside me, sharing these plates with me, or even 
slumped on the couch watching TV, knowing she was by my 
side where she was meant to be. 


Above the dull thud of the music, the higher pitched buzz of 
my cell phone's vibration caught my attention. | frowned at 
the screen, watching it dance on the table top in front of me, 
flashing Joe's name at me. Becca's dad. 


| scowled and shot back another mouthful of vodka. The 
alcohol barely touched me given I'd grown up drinking the 
stuff by the bottle, just like most of the men | knew. | would 
need to have more inside me than | did now to talk to him. 


| didn't know what to say to him. 


Congratulations! Your daughter grew up to be a real looker. 
l'm not going to be able to keep my hands off her and if you 
try and stop me, I'm going to flay you alive. 


That wasn't going to go down well. Not when | was supposed 
to be his best friend. 


As much as | knew I wanted her, the thought of having his 
daughter sounded like some kind of betrayal to him, given 
everything he'd done for me. 


| didn't know her properly, and | wasn't pretending to. All | 
knew about who she really was came from the occasional 
proud fatherly moments Joe lapsed into. | knew she was 
smart and hardworking. A good kid. No - she wasn't a kid. 
She was a good person. A good woman. 


But beyond that, there was a sense of familiarity and a sense 
of comfortableness that | felt around her. She set me at ease. 
Being with her, already | felt like | could be myself in a way 
that | wasn't able to be so much of the time. 


And my attraction for Becca felt like the most natural thing 
in the world. How could it be wrong? He should take it asa 
compliment. He'd come around. I'd make him. 


| hadn't ever pictured what it would be like to have a family 
here. To have a wife. Now | couldn't get the thought out of 
my head. Instinctively | knew Becca would be the kind of 
mother any kid would be glad to have. | wanted that for my 
flesh and blood. And | would protect my family with 
everything | had at my disposal, the way | always done. I'd 
make as many sacrifices as necessary. 


| gulped another mouthful, relishing the burn of the vodka 
as it hit the back of my throat, and the screen of my cell 
phone finally went dark again. 


Joe had given up. Tomorrow, | would talk to him. Or perhaps 
the day after that. 


CHAPTER 7 


Becca 


We were in the middle of one of Mrs. Kovalenko's TV shows 
when my phone started buzzing, and I got up to excuse 
myself from the subtitled Russian soap opera, going back to 
my bedroom to answer it. 


“Goodnight Mrs. Kovalenko. I'll see you in the morning." 


She barely looked up from the screen, absolutely transfixed. 
She'd dished out so much food for dinner, and I'd had to beg 
her to let me do the dishes. Staying here felt like it was 
going to be more her taking care of me than the other way 
around. "Sleep well Becca." 


| smiled, watching her from the doorway for a minute before 
| picked up the call and turned away. 


"Hi Dad." 


“Becca! Sorry for calling earlier. | just wanted to check you 
got there okay. How's the apartment? How was the trip? | 
thought you might still be out with Ivan." 


| laughed at the barrage of questions. 


"I know, Dad. You always want to check in with me. Yes, and 
good. And real nice actually. And... it was fine right up until | 
managed to get mugged. We've been watching this Russian 
soap opera. And I'm just going to bed now." | cringed, 
hoping to slide that bit past him by speaking quickly, 


knowing it was better | told him than Ivan did, but braced for 
his overblown reaction all the same. 


"Mugged! What? What happened? Honey are you okay?" 


"Yeah. No - | am. I'm fine, | promise. Ivan caught the guy and 
got my phone back. It was amazing. He turned into my 
personal superman or something." | was still glowing with 
the memory of how he'd chased them down for me. It felt 
surreal. Like something out of a movie. But Ivan really had 
risked himself by running after them just to get my phone 
back for me. 


There was a pause. "Dad, don't freak out. Ivan said you 
would. Nothing bad happened. I'm fine, and you can't 
protect me forever. You should have seen the guys when he 
started chasing them down. | thought they were going to 
wet themselves!" 


The tension in my Dad's voice dropped away on a laugh, 
clear relief bleeding into his voice now that he knew tragedy 
had been averted. "Why doesn't that surprise me? | wouldn't 
want to be a criminal in his precinct, would you? I'm glad 
he's there to look out for you." 


"Yeah. Me too. | guess | don't look like a local anymore." 
“Honey, there's a reason we left the city you know." 


"Yeah, housing prices," | teased. "And that Head of 
Languages job that opened up." 


It had been quite a shift, leaving all of my friends behind 
when I thought we'd be finishing High School together, but 
it wasn't like | had much choice. Dad had the opportunity 
he'd been waiting for forever in that job, and it meant he 


wouldn't have to cobble together full time hours, and 
supplement it all with private tutoring just to make enough 
for us to get by. 


It was nice to be able to spend time with him in the evenings 
and on weekends, instead of always having to make myself 
scarce so as not to get in the way of yet another lesson. And 
| had to admit that our house was much better than the 
cramped apartment we used to live in. It was kind of nice 
being the cool kid from New York, rather than the Russian 
obsessed weirdo girl, for a change. 


But Albany was a provincial town in the middle of nowhere 
compared to New York. 


More than anything, | missed being so close to the sea, and | 
was planning on taking full advantage of the boardwalk 
while | was here. The pollution and the traffic noise were 
necessary evils that I'd just have to remember how to zone 
out again, like the sound of old Mrs. W's TV coming up 
through the floor at all hours. 


"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Anyway. I'm glad you got there okay. 
How's Mrs K? Ivan's been pretty worried about her fora 
while now. It's not going to be too much for you to handle is 
it? If you think she needs a professional, Ivan's not going to 
argue. And we'll find you some other place to stay." 


"Dad, breathe! You gotta let me answer the questions when 
you ask, you know that right?" 


"What can I say? You're my baby girl. | worry about you 
being so far away from home." 


"How do you think I survived college?" 


"I have no idea. It's something | tried not to think about." 


"I'm twenty-two. | can look after myself. I'm not a kid 
anymore, Dad. And Mrs. K seems fine. | guess Ivan's as much 
of a worrier as you are. Everything's under control." 


"She says after she’s been mugged." 


"Come on! | didn't have to tell you that, and now you're 
going to hold it against me? Don't make me want to keep 
things from you." 


Dad let out a sigh and | could hear how tired he was down 
the line. 


"Okay. Fair point. | just worry, Pumpkin." 
"Oh, don't call me that..." 


"I know you're gonna do just fine, Becca. Good luck 
tomorrow. You'll knock 'em dead. You're making me so proud. 
Your mama would be too." 


| pressed my lips together hard. | never knew how to feel 
when he talked about her. It had been just me and him for 
most of my life. | never knew her, except for in photographs. 
And now | felt a sharp sting at the bridge of my nose and 
behind my eyes. 


"Dad, stop already. You're gonna make me cry." 
"Okay, okay. Just promise me, for the sake of my blood 
pressure, no more wandering around in a daydream, 


alright?" 


"I'll try. Sleep well, okay? I'll call you in the week sometime." 


"You better. Good night honey." 
"Night Dad." 


| wanted to ask more about Ivan, but there was no point. 
Dad had always been oblivious to my infatuation with his 
friend, getting excited about my fascination with other 
cultures instead and thinking it was his doing. | wasn't 
about to bring that idea crashing down when there was 
nothing more that | had other than a knotted mat of feelings 
and desires that were probably never going to be answered. 


| sighed, thinking back to the way Ivan's hand had felt 
against my back as he'd guided me through the streets, and 
the way his eyes burned into mine. Maybe I was imagining 
it, but | didn't think so. 


Regardless, there wasn't anything to actually talk to Dad 
about yet. What was I going to say? Ivan had spent more 
than half a second looking at my mouth, so now we were 
going to get married? | wasn't quite that delusional. But 
being here, feeling like maybe something between us was 
just about to happen made me realize that sooner or later, | 
was going to have to tell Dad. And | had no idea what he was 
going to say about it. If this wasn't totally in my head after 
all, then there was a strong possibility that Dad was going to 
end up hating Ivan forever. 


CHAPTER 8 


Ivan 


The end of my official shift had never meant that my work 
day was done. I've always had other duties to take care of, 
but lately I'd been grudging the extended days. After so 
long I'd gotten used to balancing one world with the other, 
but knowing | could have been spending time getting to 
know Becca better made me start to resent it. 


Separation used to help, but creeping into mama's place to 
use the office | kept in her apartment only reminded me that 
Becca was one thin wall away, asleep in the guest room. | 
could walk in there, if | wanted to. | could sit on the end of 
her bed and watch her sleep, or I could kiss her like she was 
a princess waiting to be woken from a curse. 


| loosened my tie and stretched, half-covering a yawn as | 
booted up the desktop computer. | sat down, waiting for the 
home screen to come up and tried not to think about what 
Becca had worn to bed. | had a call | didn't want to take with 
a raging hard on and it was difficult enough to drag my 
thoughts away from her without adding to them. 


Lost in thought, | jumped when the door to the office 
creaked open. Automatically, | whipped my head around, 
shrinking the window on the screen down with a quick click. 
My mother peered in from the hall. The pink roses on her 
quilted robe and slippers matched perfectly. Her curlers were 
in perfect rows and she was holding a baseball bat. 


"Vanya," she hissed, dropping the bat as soon as she saw it 
was me, clutching at her heart. She used the pet name she 
had used for me since | was a kid, even though I'm six foot 
three now, and only three years off forty. Hardly her little 
boy any longer. "What you are doing here? It is middle of 
night." 


"I know Mama. | didn't mean to wake you." I'd hoped | 
wouldn't. Used to be | could come and go in the small hours 
without her knowing a thing, but lately her medication 
hadn't been doing what it used to. She didn't have to tell me 
that she'd been sleeping badly. | could see the shadows in 
her face. 


"Have you eaten?" 


"Yes, Mama. Go back to bed. | have some work to do. | won't 
be long." 


"You work too hard, my Vanya. Look, you go gray. How you 
make time to find wife if always working?" 


| shook my head. "I don't need a wife to look after me, 
Mama." For the first time, my standard answer felt shaky. A 
wife would be someone else to look after. Someone else to 
bring into the dangers of the world | inhabited. | didn't want 
to do that. But the thought of Becca by my side swam into 
my head, worming in deep. She was the kind of woman who 
could hold her own. She wouldn't simper or crumple under 
the weight of it all. | hadn't felt as though I was missing 
something until | saw her again. 


Mama wanted to see me settled down and to hold her 
grandchildren in her arms. And | wanted Becca's children to 
be mine. Maybe now was the right time after all. 


The thought shook me. 


It wasn't a new conversation. We'd gone over variations of it 
for years. No one I'd met in all my time in this country had 
come close to persuading me to change my mind about it 
and | didn't plan to hitch myself to a woman | had no respect 
for, even to make my mother a grandmother before her 
health caught up with her. 


But all of my objections seemed hollow and false when | 
thought about Becca. Not having her, or letting someone 
else claim her instead of me was so unthinkable that the 
computer mouse creaked beneath my white-knuckled grip 
and | had to consciously release it. 


Mama's hand settled on my shoulder and | picked up a hint 
of her rose-scented talc as she leaned in and pressed a kiss 
against my ear. 


"You stay tonight. | make up couch." 
"Mama..." 
“Hush. | go to bed right after. Good night, Vanya." 


"Good night Mama." There was no arguing with her when 
she'd made up her mind. | guess that was something we had 
in common. 


| waited a few minutes after she closed the door behind her, 
listening to her bustle about in the living room, pulling out 
extra blankets. When | heard her bedroom door click closed 
again, | logged into Skype and waited for the call to come 
through. 


End to end encryption meant that neither of us had to worry 
about what was said. No one could trace the content of the 
call. | was best placed to understand how that impacted 
policing. From both sides. Skype was a very useful thing 
indeed. 


The picture flickered in, showing the inside of an apartment 
that could be anywhere. But | knew it was Moscow. This little 
screen was the largest window I'd had to see the Motherland 
in fifteen years. And as always, there was Yakov Ivanovich 
Timoshenko's ugly, wrinkled face taking up most of the 
screen. 


"Danilych." His smile twitched. He used my informal 
patronymic, a subtle reminder that he had no need to use 
my full name and he could act as though we were the best of 
friends. He was too powerful to argue with, and he liked the 
personal touch with his delegates abroad. 


Seated on the couch behind him, | can see the man who's 
been calling a lot of the real shots on the ground, since 
Yakov had become too old to travel. Valentin Dmitryevich 
Rozkhov is the stern, cool man to keep an eye on. 


If | was Yakov, I'd keep him just as close as that too. Right 
where | could see him. 


| nodded a greeting to the pair of them, my smile stiff on my 
face. "Yakov Ivanovich." 


"All is well, yes?" 


| nodded again. But brevity was never a quality he favored. 
He wanted an update in full. 


"There is progress with the Turks. We have come to an 
understanding. They are grateful for the assistance we can 
grant them in setting up their latest enterprise." 


"Good. Good. And you have negotiated the usual rate." 


"I have. We have set up distribution lines through the 
Uzbeks and the Kazaks. They are happy to do business with 
us, aS usual." 


Yakov nodded slowly and turned with some difficulty to look 
back at Valentin, shifting his whole body around, away from 
the screen. "You see, Danilych is still our Garbage Man." His 
laugh was thin and wheezing, and I schooled my face into a 
solidly neutral expression, not even a flicker of irritation 
coming into my eyes. 


Yakov thinks he's a lot more clever than he is. He likes the 
klichka he's given me - English to go with my American 
assignment, but rooted in Russian. He likes the joke. Moscow 
police are called musor the same way cops over here are 
called pigs. Trash, garbage. He likes to remind me of my 
standing and my place. 


But he's an old man. And he knew what I did for him. He 
wouldn't be able to maintain his influence in New York 
without me. 


On the couch behind him, Valentin leaned closer to the 
screen, ignoring Yakov's continued cackling. 


"What about the Ukranians? They are still causing trouble. 
You haven't shut this Griori Menshikov down." 


| let out a slow breath. "They think they have a prior claim to 
the area. It's been Little Odessa for decades and Menshikov 


thinks he's got the backing to be the kingpin. He doesn't 
understand how it works any longer - that he is not holding 
the strings." 


Valentin's face was a mirror of my own - just as blank and 
unreadable. In him I saw a man who was ruthless and 
efficient, and | knew he was biding his time before the 
syndicate officially came under his control. 


"There is a nasty rumor going around that you've become 
soft, lvan. Too much American beer, too many donuts." 


My jaw rippled and | resisted the urge to look down at the 
gut he was suggesting I'd grown. There was nothing to see. 
Even across the screen, he couldn't mistake the way my 
shirt clung to my toned abs. The ripples were the muscles of 
my six pack and nothing else. He was blowing smoke. 


"I manage the situation in the best way. You want me to get 
my hands wet, | can get my hands wet. Just say the word." 


Valentin raised a hand. "Oh, you misunderstand, my friend. 
It is not a rumor we are foolish enough to believe. But 
perhaps it is an opportunity to be exploited. Da?" A spark of 
a smile glinted in the corner of his eye, and | saw the quality 
of true leadership in his eyes. Timoshenko was a relic, but 
Rozkhov could bring the brotherhood onto the next stage. 


| allowed a smile of my own to pull at the corners of my 
mouth, but no more than that. "I pretend to be just another 
American every day of my life, and there is nothing but 
weakness in them. | can certainly make sure Menshikov 
holds that opinion." 


"I knew this would be so. You are a good man." Valentin 
leaned back slowly, crossing his long legs one over the 


other. His suit looked more expensive than anything I'd ever 
owned and | had no doubt he'd bought it with the proceeds 
that came to him from all the funds like the one stored in the 
safe below the desk right in this office, dotted all around the 
world. 


But | was just a man on the ground. The cut I'd negotiated 
was different. 


"We have a man coming in. He will need hospitality so that 
he is able to continue with his work. You understand? You 
will allow him what he needs from our Brooklyn Collection." 


| nodded. "Of course." 


“Excellent. It is always a pleasure to speak with you Ivan. | 
hope that we continue to work together for many years to 
come." 


Valentin looked directly into the camera for a long moment 
before the call ended, and | barely looked at Yakov again. 


"I have no doubt we will." 


I'd been around long enough to know what it looked like 
when someone was getting their ducks in a row. Sometime 
soon, Valentin Rozhkov was going to make his move and I'd 
just declared allegiance. 


CHAPTER 9 


Becca 


The place was quiet when | woke up and | had a moment of 
disorientation while | remembered where | was. In Brooklyn. 
So much closer to getting Ivan to notice me than | ever had 
before. 


| lay in bed for a few minutes, making sure | couldn't hear 
Mrs. K bustling around in the kitchen, glad I'd set my alarma 
whole hour earlier, even if actually getting out of bed wasn't 
all that appealing. 


With a deep breath, | threw off the covers and changed my 
Minnie Mouse sleep shirt for my running gear - sports bra, 
three-quarter length leggings and a tank top, as well as a 
zip-front hoodie to keep me warm before | got there on my 
own. But | was planning on getting sweaty pretty quickly. 


The whole day traveling, followed by all the food Mrs. K had 
been laying on, and a shift at the clinic stretching out ahead 
of me that | knew would mostly be standing around trying to 
pick up the ropes, was making me feel stuck and heavy. 


It wasn't long before Ivan would be here to take me to work, 
like his mother had instructed and | needed to burn off some 
energy first. 


It felt ridiculous that she'd demanded he turn up to 
chaperone me, even though | knew I could walk to the place 
in less than fifteen minutes. Still, | was glad she had. Any 
excuse to spend time with Ivan was a good thing. 


| needed to move. Get the blood pumping. Make my body 
work. I'd feel better once | shook off this fatigue. 


Pulling on my running shoes, | stepped into the bathroom, 
trying to make as little noise as possible flushing the toilet 
and splashing water on my face to wake me up. 


| twisted my curls up into a high ponytail and double- 
checked I had the door key on me, as well as my 
headphones and music player and then | was out the front 
door quietly with barely a glance around the rest of the 
darkened apartment. | still felt very much like a guest, even 
in my bedroom. 


When | got back, I'd unpack properly and start making 
myself at home. 


| ran towards Coney Island, taking in the flat sea and the 
pale sky, picking up the pace as my feet hit the boards more 
fluidly with every step. The large expanse of open water and 
the sky above that mirrored it always made me feel like | was 
looking into infinity. | loved the hugeness of it. Loved that | 
could see all the way to the horizon. 


At this time of the morning, the boardwalk was mostly 
empty. High above me, gulls were circling, and | wasn't the 
only jogger. One woman had about five dogs twined about 
her legs on string like leads and | laughed as | watched her 
try to negotiate them while she kept pace. 


When | got close enough to the twining loops of the 
rollercoasters of Coney Island to see the entrance signs, | 
dropped down onto the beach and turned around to come 
back, pushing myself to run through the fine, shifting sand. 


The best workout you could ever get was when the ground 
moved under every step you took, and | was dripping with 
sweat by the time | collapsed into the elevator back up to 
Mrs. K's apartment. 


I'd long since pulled my hoodie off and it was tied tight 
around my waist. My white tank top was clinging to me, see- 
through in long, wide streaks along my back and between 
my breasts. My leggings were sticking to me uncomfortably 
and little grains of sand had glued themselves to my skin. 


| was breathing hard and my face was bright red, but | didn't 
care. | felt alive, and once I'd had a shower | was going to 
feel amazing. 


| opened the door of the apartment and came face to face 
with a very bare, very broad chest. 


| screamed before my brain kicked in, and recognition hit 
me. 


Ivan's hand closed over my mouth, stemming the sound and 
pushing the front door closed behind me. 


| tugged at his hand, pulling it away from my face so | could 
rasp in another gasp of air. 


"What the hell are you doing here? You scared me half to 
death!" 


| had to be hallucinating. Or maybe | was still dreaming. In 
no universe did it make sense for Ivan to be standing there 
mostly naked. My eyes tracked down his chest to his lower 
half, and refused to move from the generous bulge at the 

crotch of his pants. Who wandered around like that? It had 


to be illegal. He should write himself up a ticket for indecent 
exposure. 


"I slept on the couch." 


"Oh." Suddenly | was incredibly thankful | was already beet 
red, because the thought of him being only inches away 
when I touched myself, thinking about his hands on me 
instead made me want to crawl into a hole and die. I'd 
dreamt about impaling myself on the monster cock he had 
hidden beneath his pants, and the way it twitched under my 
gaze made me even hotter. | could see | wouldn't be 
disappointed. 


"You like eggs?" 

Fertilized by you, my one track mind supplied and | closed 
my eyes, trying to shake that off. | wasn't mentally prepared 
for him to be standing in the kitchen in charge of a frying 
pan, making omelets. 

"Yeah. That'd be great." 

"Good. 

"Where's Mrs. K?" My voice came out like a pathetic squeak, 
desperately hopeful that she'd gone out early and left the 
pair of us alone. 


"Still in bed. She's having a bad morning." 


Immediately | felt guilt over wishing she wasn't here. "Oh no. 
Is there anything | can do?" 


He stepped back, and my eyes lingered on his chest again, 
honing in on the perfect spray of hair that dusted over his 


pecs and trailed down through his belly button, across his 
flat stomach leading a tempting trail towards the bulge at 
his crotch. It was all | could do not to lick my lips. 

He might have been in his late thirties, but he hadn't let his 
body soften. He was better built than most of the men my 
age. In comparison, they were only boys. | could see the 
outline of every muscle on him, and his rippling abs were 
making me salivate. | wanted to run my hands all over him 
and press my body up against his. 

Ivan shook his head. 

"Don't worry about it." 

The pause he left dragged, but his eyes didn't leave my 
body, and I was acutely aware of just how sweaty | was with 
him standing there staring 

"You went out wearing that?" 

Bewildered, | glanced down at myself, taking in the spandex 
leggings and my tight tank top. | looked like most of the 
other joggers out there. "Yes?" 

Ivan growled, his annoyance rumbling in his throat. 

"What else was | supposed to wear?" 

"Do you know how tight those leggings are?" 


"They're leggings. They're meant to be this tight." 


"What's wrong with jogging pants?" 


| let out an exasperated sigh, but some part of me was 
amused. "Absolutely nothing, except they're bulky and hot, 
and the closest thing | have to jogging pants are yoga pants 
and if | went running in them I'd trip on the legs and 
probably break all my teeth.You realize you sound exactly 
like my dad?" 


Ivan growled again, stepping into the kitchen and viciously 
scraped at the omelet in the pan with his spatula, thwacking 
it over and the other side started sizzling as soon as it hit 
the metal. 


"Maybe because both of us know what men are like.." 


"Seriously?" | jutted my hip, leaning against the counter top 
watching him stomp about like a kid who hadn't gotten his 
own way. Despite myself | was flattered that he seemed to 
care so much about who was looking at me. "Everyone 
dresses like this. Most people don't even bother with a top 
over their sports bra." 


Ivan's eyes darkened. "Who do you want looking at you?" 

| blinked at him, totally stunned by the power of his 
annoyance. "What? No one." | bit my lip. That wasn't strictly 
true, but I didn't have the guts to tell him the truth. No one 
apart from you. 

Ivan scowled. 

"Go shower and get dressed properly." 

| folded my arms across my chest, feeling my irritation rise 


at him ordering me about. "What, in case the sight of my 
cute little ass in these skin tight pants makes you lose all 


control and you try to fuck me in the middle of the breakfast 
table?" 


His eyes flashed to mine, and | felt a wave of searing heat 
burn right through me. 


ul Yes." 


| gasped in a breath, shocked at the intensity of his stare 
and the solid purpose in his tone, and | took a physical step 
back. He wanted to do things to me that | couldn't even 
imagine, and for the first time | didn't know whether I could 
handle it. The way he was looking at me terrified and thrilled 
me in equal measure and my clit tingled fiercely, flooded 
with arousal. 


ul Oh i 


| swallowed hard, totally unsure of what to do. | felt like I'd 
just come face to face with a tiger, and as much as | liked 

cats, it wasn't the domestic kind | was used to and | didn't 
know what | was supposed to do to stop it from eating me. 


"Go. Now," he repeated, and | nodded shortly, nearly 
tripping over my own feet as | headed back into the corridor. 


There was no doubt now that he wanted me. And | wanted 
him, but the ferocity and physicality of his lust wasn't 
anything | had any experience with. This wasn't just a 
daydream any longer, and the prospect of losing my 
virginity to him felt terrifyingly close and real. 


For all I'd told myself he'd be the perfect lover - considerate 
and gentle with me - this animal side made me second 
guess that. | didn't know whether I was ready to handle the 
full brute force of his passion. 


CHAPTER 10 


Becca 


Backing off instead of crossing the kitchen and kissing him 
the way I'd dreamed about for years made me feel like the 
child I'd been trying to convince him | wasn't. But I didn't 
know what else to do. 


My heart was pounding as | closed the bathroom door 
behind me, and sank against it, glad for the barrier between 
us. For now. 


| hadn't anticipated the strength of his desire. And it turned 
out | didn't have the first clue about what to do with it. 
Could | handle a man like him? He'd be used to women who 
knew exactly what they were doing. He'd be the first man | 
ever saw naked and I'd probably do something stupid or 
wrong, and he'd realize exactly how immature and 
inexperienced | was. | didn't want to be the cause of him 
changing his mind. 


In the bathroom | contemplated leaving the door unlocked. 
But knowing my luck, Mrs. K would walk in, and that was the 
very last thing | wanted. 


Frustrated, | turned the water in the shower to cold, to cool 
myself off. If he didn't have clothes on when I came back out 
there, it wouldn't matter. I'd try to climb him like a tree. It 
had to be illegal to look as good as he did, and it had to be a 
crime to flaunt it in front of me. After yesterday, he had to at 
least have a clue how into him | was. 


| groaned, and dunked my head under the chilly stream of 
water, wincing at the needling cold, but suffering that was 
better than giving in to the itch to let my fingers sink 
between my folds and make use of the massage setting on 
the shower head. 


The bathroom was pristine and | wondered whether Mrs. 
Kovalenko had any help keeping the place neat and tidy. 
From what I'd seen of the woman so far, she was something 
of a dynamo and it was a little confusing to me that Ivan was 
so concerned about her health. She wasn't the frail little 
woman I'd half been expecting. But maybe I'd find out that | 
was wrong. After all, hadn't he said she hadn't even gotten 
out of bed yet. 


The clinic | was due to start at had requested a basic uniform 
- a standard nurse's top and trousers that were standard 
issue in so many healthcare settings from orthodontists to 
veterinary practices. I'd hung the pristine white scrubs up 
the night before so the creases from being packed my bag 
could fall out, and it looked like the ironing job I'd done 
before | left had mostly held, but | wasn't looking forward to 
pulling the shapeless thing on. 


Not after he'd basically declared he was struggling not to 
strip me naked. 


So now | had the dilemma of how to appear remotely 
attractive to him with my hair scraped back into a bun, in 
this uniform that was the opposite of sexy. Whatever they 
based those nurse’s halloween costumes on was not the 
functional, shapeless uniform | was wearing. Yesterday | 
could have sworn he looked me over like he was seeing me 
for the first time. Dressed in this, he might reconsider any 
thoughts he'd had about me being attractive. 


But what was | going to do? Hide in here because | didn't 
look like some kind of goddess? That was ridiculous. He was 
a cop, and | was training to become a doctor, and from what 
| knew of him, he was the kind of man who appreciated 
honest, hard work. So what was | worried about? 


Bundled in a bath towel, | made it back to my room to 
change into my uniform. A quick blast of the hair dryer and 
a swipe of mascara and | was good to go out there and face 
him. 


He looked up as | entered the room and he paused for a solid 
moment to take me in, then spared me a stiff nod and 
picked up a plate. He couldn't have been surprised to see 
me, but I still seemed to catch him off balance and that 
disappointed me. | wanted him to be pleased to see me. | 
wanted him to light up when he thought about me the same 
way | felt myself glow when I thought about him. But that 
was probably a bit too much to ask after twenty four hours, 
even if he did think my leggings were sexy. 


| smiled all the same. "Good morning. Again." 

"Morning." 

It was kind of surreal to watch him take charge like this. I'd 
not thought of the man as domestic before, and | wouldn't 
exactly have called it that now either, but there was no 
doubt he was putting a big fat tick in the provider box, like 
he intended to prove some kind of point. 


ul Sit." 


| didn't argue. The frown on his face as he jabbed at the 
folded over omelet in the pan suggested that cooking wasn't 


his forte, but he'd still taken it upon himself to feed me. 


| tucked myself in at the table, folding my arms in front of 
the place he'd set for me. He turned away from the stove 
and slid the gigantic mound of egg onto my plate. 


From the second pan, he slid the even larger one onto his 
plate, and pulled his chair close in to the table, hunched 
over his plate with his fork poised. 


| forked off a little corner, watching the steam curl up, and 
took a bite, while he liberally soooned sour cream on top of 
his. 


Suddenly, he set his fork down, and reached towards me 
with a swift, purposeful hand. My heart thundered as he 
picked up the coffee pot next to me instead of setting his 
large hand over mine like I'd hoped he might. 


"You want some?" 
"Oh, yeah. Please." 


He poured me coffee, and | tried to calm the hell down. This 
was never going to work if | couldn't even ta/k to the man 


properly. 


Chastising myself, | dosed my mug with milk and sugar and 
took a deep gulp. Perfect. How could | expect to do anything 
sensible before my first cup of coffee? This was where | was 
going wrong. | couldn't expect to be irresistible to anybody 
without any caffeine surging through me. | practically lived 
on the stuff. Everything would be fine once I'd got through 
my first mug. 


"This is really good." 


Ivan squinted at me like he didn't entirely believe | was 
telling the truth. Maybe | would have said that about just 
about anything he'd give me, but it was. There was dill 
mixed into the egg and lots of vegetables in the middle. I'd 
grown to love the slightly aniseed taste over my years of 
demanding Dad feed me only Russian foods. 


Ivan took a mouthful of his own and chewed for a moment. 
"You really like Russian food?" 


"Yeah. | told you. | like everything Russian." 


Ivan 


Back out on the boardwalk, the breeze from the ocean was a 
lot better for the pounding in my head than the warmth of 
Mama's apartment. Used to be I could drink for days without 
feeling it, but | was in the wrong half of my thirties to be 
able to sink a whole bottle of vodka on my own without any 
impact. The drinking had never been the problem, and 
compared to most of the Americans | knew, spirits didn't 
affect me at all, but last night had been a mistake. 


Contemplating the life | had and the life | wanted from the 
bottom of an empty glass was a stupid thing to do. But | 
couldn't have forced myself back into Mama's apartment 
and | wasn't going to sit around like some love-sick fool just 
to be close to Becca. That wasn't the kind of man she 
deserved and it wasn't the kind of man | was. 


Seeing Becca at the breakfast table in that uniform 
shouldn't have been the shock that it was, but | wasn't 


prepared for my reaction. The running clothes were bad 
enough, but | was hard on sight with her sitting there, like a 
perfect little nurse, all dressed in white. 


| was like some horny teenager all over again. The urge to 
pull her to me and kiss her to within an inch of her life, to 
sweep the table clean of all the breakfast things and make 
her mine was nearly too strong for me to fight against. 


The prospect of Mama turning up to make an audience in 
the middle of it all was the only reason | held myself back 


Now Becca was walking along side me, hurrying to keep up 
with my large strides and | could smell the freshness of her 
shampoo in her slightly damp hair. It soothed me as much as 
it made me think about her in the shower. Water dripping 
down her naked body, droplets clinging to her mound, 
spilling over her pert breasts. 


| swallowed hard and tried to exert some mental control. 
Otherwise | was going to do something that could get me 
arrested. 


"What are you going to be doing at the clinic?" 

"Oh, I'm not really sure yet. | bet it'll be a lot of filing patient 
records and typing up notes and things like that. | mean, I'm 
not really qualified to do anything yet. They might let me sit 
in on some appointments when they need an extra pair of 
hands. | can't wait." 

| grunted. 


"What time do you finish?" 


"A bit after six | guess. The last appointment is at five thirty. 
| checked that already." 


"I'll meet you and walk you back." 


Becca's smile widened, but then she stopped dead in the 
street and when | looked back she was frowning at me and 
the happiness that had flooded into her face had vanished. 


"I'm not a kid, Ivan." 
It was my turn to frown. 


"I can see that." That was precisely why she needed a 
chaperone. Wandering alone thinking the best of everyone 
in her pristine white uniform, looking like some kind of saint, 
she was going to get a hoard of guys trying to take 
advantage. Uniform fetishists were all over the place. Too 
many guys thought a nurse's uniform was a ticket to do 
exactly what they wanted. And | wasn't going to stand for it. 


"Did Dad say something to you?" 


"I haven't spoken to him." | didn't plan to, until | had this 
infatuation with Becca under control, or | had her under me. 
One way or another. 


"Good. Because yesterday could have happened to anyone. 
Like you said. | don't need him thinking it was a big enough 
deal that you aren't going to let me out of your sight. | used 
to live around here for crying out loud. It's a fifteen minute 
walk. | don't need a bodyguard!" 


| gritted my teeth. Her father had done a great job of 
smothering her so she thought she had to fight to be taken 


seriously in her own right. She couldn't see that | was 
looking for an excuse not to leave her alone. 


"Besides, | said I'd pick up some things for your Mom. And 
then she's going to show me how to make proper goulash." 


Goulash. 


My fist clenched tightly, knuckles straining to white. I'd 
never had my favourite food get in the way of me anda 
woman before, and Becca wasn't just any woman. 


"Fine." 


ul Good." 


Becca 


The night before Mrs. K had clasped my hands around an 
envelope. "Becca, my prescriptions. Please you get them. | 
do not want to worry Vanya." 


The secretive way she asked had me concerned, but | did 
what she'd asked and kept it to myself. It made sense she 
didn’t want Ivan worried if he was anything like my dad, 
which | was pretty sure he was, then he'd be worrying 
himself to death over this, and if there was one thing I'd 
already learned about diseases, it was that all the wishing 
and the worrying in the world couldn't do a thing to stop 
them. 


| glanced over at him again as we walked on. Easy silence 
fell between us again, but | could tell that he was still 
simmering about me declining his invitation to chaperone 


me. | didn't want him as a bodyguard, | wanted him as a 
boyfriend, and more than that. 


| wanted him to know that he didn't have to worry about me 
too. If he didn't think | could even handle myself going down 
to the Bazaar, he was never going to take me seriously as 
someone who could be the mother of his children. 


| bit the inside of my lip, trying to snap myself out of it. 
There | was going back to my fantasy land again when for all 
| knew he had a girlfriend. 


"Where's your place?" 


"Over on the other side. Same block you used to be in. It's 
pretty close to the precinct." 


"Oh, that's neat. | guess it makes sense to live near work. 
Your hours must be crazy." 


"They're pretty erratic. You get used to it. I've been doing 
this for a while now. It's part of me." 


"Does... um. Doesn't your girlfriend mind that you're gone at 
all hours?" 


Ivan stared at me. | could feel the weight of his eyes on me 
as he looked me over, his gaze rubbing down me so 
physically, it felt like a cat lick. | had to bite down hard on 
the inside of my cheek to keep me from shuddering with 
pleasure. 


"I'm not involved with anyone." 


"Oh." Mentally | punched the air with triumph and it was a 
struggle to keep the smile from my face. "You should be." 


"I don't think so." 


"No? Don't say that. Dad always says that. You should. You're 
great." My voice caved in on itself as | realized that 
convincing him to give dating a go probably wasn't going to 
work out in my best interests. Not least of all because I'd just 
put Dad in the same sentence as him. 


Ivan let out a pissed sounding grunt. "The pair of you can 
leave my damn love life alone." 


Somehow we'd made it to the clinic already, and Ivan's large 
hand closed around the thick door handle, yanking it open 
and holding it for me. 

"No arguments." 


Damn it. That was not how this was supposed to go. 


| pursed my lips, about to argue with him, but a single solid 
finger pressed over my lips and under his touch, | fell mute. 


Ivan smirked at me, and the knuckles of his other hand 
grazed softly against my cheek, touching me as though 
everything about me was precious to him, and | wished it 
was the truth. 

His voice dropped to a whisper. 

"The only woman | want, is right here." 


| froze on the spot at the sound of his voice. 


This couldn't all be in my head when he couldn't take his 
eyes off me and he'd been so weird this morning - 


possessive and domineering. Maybe it was a case of being 
careful what you wished for, because now that | had his 
attention, | didn't have the slightest idea what to do with it. | 
felt like | was juggling flames and | was scared of getting 
burnt. 


"I'm not going anywhere." 
"Good." 


Ivan stepped closer, walking me back against the wall, and | 
gladly let him push against me. My breathing hitched faster 
as he leaned in. His eyes were locked onto my lips and | felt 
like a cornered animal, but | was so glad he wasn't going to 

let me dart away this time. 


His mouth was hot and forceful against mine, and | groaned, 
arching up against him as his tongue pushed between my 
lips. A shiver raced through me - hot and cold all at once, 
sending thrills of too much sensation all throughout me as 
his tongue grazed against mine. 


He drew my lower lip between his, sucking slowly, but hard 
enough to make the flesh tingle, and my hips buck 
involuntarily towards his, seeking the heat of his body and 
the hardness of his cock. 


Every nerve ending was alight and my eyes nearly rolled 
back into my head when he thrust his tongue deeper, then 
drew it back, fucking my mouth with his tongue like | knew 
he was going to fuck every other part of me. 


| was a quivering wreck by the time he pulled back and | 
could have slid down the wall and melted into a puddle. | 
could barely see straight and | didn't trust that | could 


actually stand up. The only thing | knew was that he had to 
do that again. 


Before | could draw breath, he leaned in, his lips connecting 
with mine all over again in a possessive kiss that took all the 
strength out of my knees. Only his hand, cradling my jaw, 
kept me upright, as my body curled against the angle of his 
solid frame letting him pull me up towards him, and bow me 
back. | was as malleable as he wanted me to be, flexing 
against him, but I craved the friction of his hips grinding 
hard against mine, and the unmistakable steely bulge of his 
cock pressing into me made me wetter than I'd ever been in 
my life. 


Someone let out a whistle and | gasped as Ivan pulled back, 
desperate to cling to him, but knowing | was at work. That 
there was nowhere to drag him, and | had to get myself back 
under control. 


Blood was pounding in my ears, and | could barely think 
straight. My jaw hung open. 


"What was that?" 


| wanted to drag him in with me so badly, but he was too big 
and too strong for me to bodily shift. He could pull me about 
like a ragdoll if he chose to, but he didn't. He touched me 
with the utmost care, and | felt so ungrateful that | didn't 
want that. | wanted to feel his passion for me coming 
through in his raw strength and knowing that he didn't feel 
like he had to hold back. 


"Most people call it a kiss." His lips twitched into a smile, his 
eyes crinkling with amusement. "I'll see you later, Becca. 
Have a good first day." 


| nodded dumbly, glancing behind me as he steered me 
through the door and into the reception. | stood there in the 
middle of the entryway for a solid thirty seconds before | 
trusted myself to be able to walk forwards. 


"Um. Hello. I'm Becca Michaels. I'm due to start today." 


"Well hello Becca. Induction's in ten minutes. Bathroom's 
that way. And you can bring Mr Sizzling Hot around any time 
you please." 


| couldn't stop the ridiculously wide smile taking over my 
face, and | laughed, knowing from the heat in my cheeks 
that | had to be blushing an entirely new shade of red. | had 
to cover my mouth with my hand so it didn't look like | was 
laughing. | felt jubilant. Ivan had kissed me. 


"I'm sorry. | Know that was really unprofessional. It won't 
happen again." 


"Honey, don't apologize. My next four hours are going to be 
full of bunion removals and cholesterol blood tests. | live 
with my thirty-five year old son and three cats. That was the 
highlight of my week." 


A kiss was something, but | needed more than that. More of 
him. 


I'd have pulled my panties down and let him take me right 
there against the reception desk. But of course he hadn't 
done that, even though | was wet for him, and practically 


begging. 


| was a little mortified that | had so little self control. | 
couldn't fathom how he had any. But then again, I'd been 
waiting for this my whole life. So many other girls my age 


had left their virginity in the dust when they were teenagers, 
but I still had mine. I'd been missing out on his touch for all 
these years and now | knew he wanted me too, | couldn't 
handle waiting a minute longer than | had to. 


As soon as we could be alone, properly alone, nothing was 
going to keep us apart. 


CHAPTER 11 


Ivan 


After dropping Becca off at the clinic, | made a detour to 
Jerome's apartment, but my head wasn't fully in the game. 
My other head was far too distracted and | couldn't wait to 
see her after work. 


Kissing her had made me even more determined to get on 
with evicting the squatters on Russian territory. As soon as it 
was over, I'd be able to focus one hundred percent on the 
woman who was going to be my wife, and that was the only 
thing | wanted. 


Dealing with her father was the problem | wanted to be 
concentrating on, not schooling the numbnut who thought it 
was a good idea to compete in our territory, in my precinct. 


| didn't bother jimmying the lock. A solid shoulder to the 
door busted the lock right out of the flimsy frame. Places like 
this weren't well cared for. | knew the building opposite had 
rooms where the Ukranian's ran girls and worse. As much as 
| disliked it, | turned a blind eye, for a fee. 


We might have been the controlling power, but over the 
years, we'd learned that the path of least resistance was the 
most lucrative one. It paid to let the locals get on with 
whatever they wanted to, and to offer assistance in getting 
into more profitable areas that looked more legitimate. For a 
fee. Grigori liked his old school set up. And we allowed it, to 
avoid a turf war that could bring both our organizations 
down. 


In a way, Jerome was no better than those prostitutes. Just 
another young kid drafted in to do the dirty work for a quick 
buck, thinking that he was taking control of his life. | guess 
he was, in a way. Same as | had. | couldn't begrudge him 
that. 


But | could damn well cut off the head of the snake, once | 
figured out which reptile | was dealing with. 


The whole apartment was a single room, and there were a 
couple of mattresses on the floor. No bed frames. But he did 
have a bedside table. Just like he'd said, and the burner was 
right where he said it would be. | grabbed it and walked out 
of the place, thankful I’d never had it so bad here. Back in 
Moscow was a different matter, but that had been a lifetime 
ago. 


As soon as | got back to my desk at the precinct, | plugged it 
in to charge, and sat there making a cursory stab at the pile 
of paperwork mounding up on my desk. That part of the job 
wasn't what | lived for and | doubted anybody did. It didn't 
take long for the screen to light up, and the battery bar to 
get to a decent level. | switched it on once it had enough 
juice. 


Whoever had given it to him wasn't clever enough to opt for 
a smartphone. Nothing stood out to cops more than a young 
guy standing on a street corner texting on a Nokia their 
grandma wouldn't even use. 


| opened the message log and scrolled down to read through 
the previous messages. As expected, it was all pretty brief. 


| laboriously typed out my own message along the same 
theme. 


More merch ready to go 


| pocketed the phone, and waited for whoever was on the 
other end to bite. | had to move fast, before whoever was 
running the gig found out the pair who'd been running this 
were locked up and they pulled their neck back in and 
disappeared. 


But as soon as the message came through, | was ready to go. 
No one was going to get away with shoving Becca around. 


Becca 


When I got to the pharmacy and pulled out the 
prescriptions, my jaw dropped at the number of pills. | was 
going to need a grocery bag to carry them all home. 


My practical medical knowledge was still basic, but | 
recognized the names of some serious painkillers, and given 
the quantity she was getting, she must have been going 
through them at a fast pace. 


My stomach knotted itself as | realized just how ill she was. 
Ivan had been holding it all in and she'd been putting ona 
brave face, but they both must have known that she didn't 
have long left. 


A wave of sadness swept over me and | had to sniff hard to 
stop my tears from falling and pull myself together. It'd bea 
really bad impression to make on my first day to turn up the 
way | had, and then be in a flood of tears by mid-morning. 


The assistant pharmacist, Katja, had to be about my age. 
She'd started a couple of months back, but she'd been at 
the induction, as part of the welcome committee. She was 
one of the people supposed to show me the ropes and I'd 
liked her right from the get go. She seemed kind. That 
impression was reinforced by the way she smiled at me over 
the counter, her eyes bleeding concern 


"You Okay? You look like you're about to cry." Her accent was 
a little harsher than Ivan's, and she said she'd moved here 
from the Ukraine about five years ago, when she was still a 
teenager. | could definitely sympathize with being thrust 
into a new world before you'd even figured yourself out. But 
she seemed to be doing just fine. 


"Oh, no, I'm okay. | just - first day, | guess. Everything's 
kinda crazy. Can | pick these up?" 


Katja let out a whistle over her teeth. "Oh wow. l'm sorry. | 
think these are for end stage cancer. Is this for your mom?" 


"No. It's my... my friend's mom. I'm staying with her. Helping 
out. | didn't realize she was so ill, | guess." 


All | could think was that Ivan was going to be so 
devastated. He'd be all on his own, and everything he'd 
done to help his mother would be in vain. That wasn't fair. 


| didn't want him to be alone like that. He didn't deserve to 
be. Not that anyone did. But he didn't have to be, if he had 
me. | could take care of him the way he'd been taking care 
of everyone else for so long. | only hoped he let me. 


Katja's eyes crinkled with sympathy. "I'm sorry. That really 
sucks. Look, this is going to take a little while. I'll have them 
ready for you by the end of the day though." 


| nodded numbly. "Thanks Katja." 
"No problem. Hey, you want to get lunch?" 
"Sure. That'd be nice. I'm on break now." 


She glanced over her shoulder to the back, where the head 
pharmacist was presumably making up other scripts. 


"Give me two minutes. I'll get this started and come join 
you." 


| smiled. For one thing, | was desperate to tell someone 
about Ivan and for another, it was a long time since I'd been 
in Brooklyn. Most of my friends had moved on and away. 
Across the country for jobs or because of school, and others 
I'd just fallen out of touch with. 


Twenty minutes later we were sitting, and laughing about 
everything that had already gone wrong today. 


"So, let me get this straight. You've come all the way here to 
get with this guy who you didn't even know liked you, until 
he kissed you this morning?" 

| took a bite of my sandwich and nodded. 

"That's so freaking romantic." 

"You think?" 

"Uh huh." 


"You don't think it's weird he's my dad's friend? 


Katja's nose wrinkled. "Pft. | don't think that matters. Plenty 
of people get with older men. | think it's kind of hot. He's in 
his thirties, right? It's not like he's sixty and you're eighteen 
and after the gazillion dollar inheritance. You really like each 
other. Am I right?" 


"Yeah. True." | bit my lip, feeling that glow rise up in me 
again as the pressure of my teeth reminded me of the 
forceful press of his lips against mine, and the palpable force 
he'd used to hold himself back. "You are so right. He is really 
hot, and I've been totally in love with him forever, and | 
can't even believe today is happening. | keep pinching 
myself! " 


"You are adorable. You can't stop smiling. | don't even know 
a guy who does that to me." 


"No?" 

She scrunched her nose. "Maybe one, but I don't know. 
Ukranian men in Brighton Beach are... | don't know. They 
think they have all the power. I’m fed up with being pushed 
around." 


"You'll find someone amazing Katja, right when you're least 
expecting it." 


"Of course | will. Who could resist my epic charm?" 


CHAPTER 12 


Ivan 


The day crept by. The noise of the precinct swirled around 
me and | didn't tune into the usual back and forth from the 
beat officers. Even cramming my day full of following leads 
on open cases, and forcing myself to get to the end of my 
emails, the hours dragged. 


All | wanted was to clock out and see Becca. Barge right into 
the clinic and take her home with me. Special police 
business. They couldn't argue with that. And that's what it 
was. | had an emergency building in my pants every time | 
thought about that kiss, and she was the only one equipped 
to handle it. 


It was her civic duty. New York was one detective down, 
because | was out of action. All my thoughts were on her, 
and | was wandering around half-hard at just the thought of 
her. | needed to make sure she knew | really meant 
everything I'd put into that kiss. 


It was coming up on five when the burner vibrated in my 
jacket pocket. 


6.30. Usual place. 


| cursed. There was no way I'd make it to pick Becca up like 
I'd said | would and be back in time to make the drop. Not 
without dragging her headlong into all of this and that was 
something | wasn't prepared to do. No matter how blue my 
balls were becoming. 


This could be my only chance of tracing the link back to the 
people who were trying to muscle in on the area. If | let it go, 
I'd kiss my chance goodbye at pulverizing whoever had set 
Jerome and his buddy on Becca. And the chance to nip it in 
the bud would disappear. If they got away with this, there 
would be more schemes up and running before | knew it. | 
was already behind the ball here and | didn't like it. There 
was an invader on my turf right when I wanted as little as 
possible to distract me from Becca. 


The faster | uprooted the weed, the better. 


| pocketed the phone again. 6:30 it was. I'd make it up to 
Becca. And myself. 


Decision made, | pulled out my own cell, only to realize | 
didn't have Becca's number. As soon as | saw her again, | 
would remedy that, but for the time being, all | could do was 
call the clinic. 


"Good afternoon, Brighton Beach Health Center, how can | 
help you?" 


"Hi. | got a message for Becca. Tell her I'm not going to make 
it to meet her after work. Something came up." 


"And who am I speaking with? You better not be that hunk of 
a man sucking her face off on the doorstep this morning. 
That's a fast turn around, and | don't think she needs to be 
hanging around with someone who's going to stand her up 
right at the last minute." 


“Listen lady, it's not your concern. Becca Knows what | do is 
important. | would be there if it was possible. Tell her I will 
see her later." 


"Who am | telling her is seeing her later? I'm no psychic, Sir." 
“Ivan Kovalenko." 


"Well that's better Mr. Kovalenko. Now I can tell her 
something sensible instead of some garbled something 
about some man not meeting her." 


“Detective Kovalenko. Just do it. And take my number down. 
Give it to her." 


"Yes Sir." 


Scowling, | hung up as soon as | relayed my number to the 
woman on the other end of the phone. She seemed as 
though she thought that Becca's life was already her 
business and | despised women like that. What was between 
me and Becca was no one else's business. 


If Becca got the impression I'd changed my mind about 
meeting her because | was having second thoughts, it would 
only come from that woman. And | would take revenge. 


All | wanted to do was take her somewhere we could be 
alone and really get to know her as the woman she'd 
become. But that was going to have to wait. 


CHAPTER 13 


Ivan 


Leaning against the metal railings at the edge of the 
boardwalk, | looked out across the flat expanse of sand that 
lead down to the water, letting my eyes scout in each 
direction across the beach. The sea stretched wide in front of 
me, the waves racing in over the shallows. In the summer 
the sand baked, heating up the water enough for swimming. 
Just as long as you didn't mind the trash. 


Off season it was less crowded on the sand. 


Behind me there were so many stalls selling brightly colored 
odds and ends. Hot sugar and oil wafted through the air. 
Batter from donuts and corndogs, cotton candy, ice cream 
cones and bright blue slushies all mingled into the 
unmistakable smell that I'd learned accompanied the 
fairground glitz of Coney Island's Luna Park. It might have 
been just a walk away, but Brighton Beach was more sedate. 


This place had more youth, more bustle. More through and 
through Americans taking in the sea air and getting angry 
about the gulls. The soundtrack of arcades and fairground 
rides, flashing lights and music blaring would last well into 
the night and it meant nobody was going to notice anything 
at all. 


But | would. 


From my place here, | could see the agreed location. A little 
further towards Brighton Beach, In front of the aquarium 


where there was a brightly colored fish on the wall, anda 
lamppost by the tail fin, steps stretched down to the grubby 
sand. 


Jerome's instructions were simple enough. 
Leave the bag under the steps. 


I'd come prepared. I'd stuffed a bag with half a dozen 
ownerless phones out of evidence that weren't going to be 
vital when it came to locking anyone up and weren't hot 
enough for anyone to care about where they ended up. 
There was a tracker in one, just in case | missed my mark. 
But | wasn't planning to. 


| got an ice cream in a half-assed attempt to blend in, but 
the truth was, all on my own, in a cheap suit, | had cop 
written all over me to half the people here, and mafia to the 
rest. There was only so much | could do about the way | 
looked. 


Who went to Coney Island in a suit? Chances were | wasn't 
the only one watching the location, and whether or not | 
came with a package it seemed wiser not to make the 
approach myself. | should have brought Becca. Played those 
stupid arcade games and won her a giant bear. Got her some 
cotton candy. But I hadn't. 


It could have been a kind of date. But | wasn't sure | wanted 
her mixed up in any of this at all. Most men in the Bratva 
kept themselves unconnected. The ones that had family 
mostly kept their wives and partners in the dark. 


That wasn't what I'd wanted for anyone, so | hadn't pursued 
relationships, but Becca was someone | couldn't ignore. | 
had to figure out how close | wanted her to become. 


But not now. Now I had to get my head back in the game 
and stop looking like a cop on a stakeout. 


My options for more convincing cover were limited and | had 
no time. 


Grabbing the nearest kid on a skateboard who was roughly 
Jerome's build was the best | could come up with. | shoved a 
couple of bills into his hand. If it wasn't me making the drop, 
then maybe no one would care why | was there. 


"Put this bag under those steps." 
"| don't want trouble mister." 


"Then do what you're told. Run off with it, and I'll find you 
and make sure you never finish puberty. You understand?" 


The kid swallowed sharply. "Sure." 


From a distance, | hoped he'd pass for Jerome. They had the 
same baggy clothes and lean beanpole build. All he needed 
to do was make the drop but it would have been better if he 
didn't keep looking back at me. As soon as he set the bag 
down, he practically sprinted back up the steps and zipped 
away on his board. | settled in for the wait. | figured it 
couldn't be too long. 


Back in Brighton Beach | could have sat down with some real 
food, maybe even a beer and | wouldn't have been so out of 
place. Here | was forced to eke out the ice cream cone until 
it turned into a dripping sticky mess. Because Coney Island 
was a goddamn amusement park. 


Just when I'd convinced myself my cover had been blown 
and the last of my ice cream had dripped stickily down my 
hand, | recognized a face in the crowd. 


Ruslan was strolling along the boardwalk, his pace faster 
and tighter than anyone else’s around him. They were all 
ambling along, enjoying being here with friends, set on 
enjoying their evening. He had somewhere to be. The 
tropical shirt didn't disguise that. He was swinging one of 
those drawstring bags by the rope, and he kept touching the 
cigarette he'd tucked behind his ear. 


Behind me, someone's kid burst a balloon. 


| started, hand halfway to my gun. And Ruslan locked eyes 
with me. 


He turned on a dime and the woman behind him let out a 
shriek as he shoved into her, going from a walk to a sprint in 
an instant. 


"Fucksakel" 


| leapt up, shoving through the crowd as | forged my way 
towards where he'd last been. 


If | had to chase him all the way back to Brighton Beach, I'd 
do it. 


CHAPTER 14 


Becca 


Ivan didn't show up for dinner, even though I texted him 
once | got in to say we had enough to feed a small army. Mrs. 
K seemed to like to go overboard with the food, and she was 
definitely keen for me to get her son over. | was starting to 
get the feeling that she didn't see him as much as she'd like 
to. 


I'd stopped myself from saying that | wanted to see him after 
the slightly abrupt message he left at work. Apparently he'd 
been pretty terse on the phone, and | figured whatever was 
keeping him away had to be important. He'd been so 
ridiculously overprotective about wanting to meet me that it 
felt weird that he'd changed his plans just like that. 


Especially after that kiss. 


Mrs. K patted me on the wrist and gave me a sympathetic 
look as she squeezed my hand, and | realized I'd been 
moping. 


"Vanya always busy with work. No sense in make it 
personal." 


| blinked hard, staring down at my plate of goulash, 
reminding myself that it didn't taste any less good just 
because he wasn't here to enjoy it too. "No. Of course not. | 
know." 


"We keep a plate for him." 


| nodded, forcing myself to smile. "Yeah." This was 
something | had to get used to if | was going to be a cop's 
wife. Crime didn't stick to nine-to-five and Ivan wouldn't be 
the detective he was if it did. | was lucky really that he'd left 
a message at all. 


Standing up from the table, | fetched another plate from the 
cupboard and dished up a generous helping before covering 
it, ready to go in the fridge. It wouldn't be the same heated 
up in the microwave, but it was the best | was going to be 
able to do. "You think he'll like it?" 


Mrs. K frowned at me. "IS goulash. Vanya loves goulash. Why 
he would not like?" 


"It tastes good then? Even though | made it." 


She patted me on the hand again. "Is very good Becya. You 
have family recipe now." 

| smiled, but even that thought didn't stop me from 
worrying. He'd been set on keeping me in his sights, and 
yes, he'd been mad | made plans with his mom, but | didn't 
think he was that mad. 


Did he have second thoughts? No. This was definitely work. | 
wasn't going to let some idiotic fear of abandonment take 
over. 


| made to clear away the dinner plates, but Mrs. K shooed 
me away. "You cook, | do wash up. Is still my kitchen. Go 
relax." 


"Thanks Mrs. K." 


Ivan 


| cursed again as the crowd parted around Ruslan, a 
bewildered milling hoard of people muttering about him 
pushing past and coming together again, oblivious. 


| had my service weapon, but as soon as | drew it, someone 
would call the cops. | wasn't here officially. | could do without 
backup asking questions. | needed to get Ruslan on my own. 


The only thing | could do was flash my badge. "Police! Get 
out of the way!" 


Ruslan looked back, locking eyes with me as he darted to 

the side of the boardwalk. | veered off course to follow just 
as he scrambled over the railings and dropped down onto 

the sand. 


| was right on his tail. Vaulting over the top of the barrier, 
palm planted on the curved metal rail, | dropped rolling into 
a crouch to still my fall. Barely missing a beat, | took off after 
him down the beach. 


The hours | spent cross training paid off. My calves felt no 
difference between the shifting sand beneath my feet and 
the harder surface of the boardwalk above. The length of my 
stride never changed. 


Ruslan was struggling. Legs working slower as his feet 
skidded, slipping in the fine, dry sand, trying to force his 
way through each shifting step. He was losing ground as fast 
as | was gaining it. 


A group of picnickers screamed as Ruslan stomped straight 
through their party, and | flashed my badge as | hared past, 


in hot pursuit. 


Right up ahead an old lifeguard station would give me the 
cover | needed to get answers. 


Three feet out, | lunged, tackling him to the ground. Ruslan 
went down like he'd been KOed. 


We rolled in a tangle of limbs. He kicked out, his foot 
colliding with my side, and | hooked him solidly with my 
right fist. | barely felt him retaliate as | shoved him around, 
yanking him to his feet and dragging him under the shadow 
of the guard station. 


Both of us were breathing heavily. My lungs heaved like | 
couldn't drag in enough air. The only kind of rolling around | 
wanted to do was with Becca, but this fucker was taking up 
my time instead. 


| wrenched his arm back, but Ruslan twisted, jabbing back at 
me high with a hard elbow. 


| grunted at the solid blow to my solar plexus. Winded, | 
scrambled for my gun, but Ruslan got to his first. 


Wheeling around, | heard the crack of a gunshot at the same 
instant as a searing stab of pain lanced through me, 
exploding in my shoulder, knocking me back with the force 
of the impact. 


| growled, diving towards him, rattling off a shot of my own, 
but it only ricocheted off the tall pillars. 


Ruslan grabbed onto the cross strut of the structure's legs, 
heaving himself up with circus-like agility. The cornered rat 


was climbing, and if he made it to the top, he could 
disappear into the city all over again. 


"Shit!" 


| thought | had him cornered, but with alarming speed, 
Ruslan was climbing back up to the boardwalk level. 


Holstering my gun, | made a grab for the rung with my good 
arm, wincing as | heaved myself up to follow him. My 
stomach muscles rippled as | took the strain one handed, 
climbing the structure as fast as | could without straining my 
wounded arm. 


By the time | reached the top, Ruslan was nowhere to be 
seen. My head pounded and blood dripped down my arm, 
dripping off my fingertips and puddling on the wooden 
boards. 


| took a step forward, and the world gave a dizzy spin. 


Becca 


| retreated to my bedroom, got into my pjs and forced myself 
to read for as long as | could bare the itch of not knowing 
where he was. Work or not, he'd said he'd see me later. 
Which, yes, could have meant tomorrow, but if that was true 
wouldn't he have said that? It was nearly ten thirty now and 
he hadn't even replied to my text. 


I was a mess. 


What if he really had decided kissing me was a mistake? 
What if he'd talked to Dad and decided his friendship was 


worth more than whatever we could have? I'd die if he 
decided to avoid me forever. 


Irritation bubbled in me until | wasn't reading any of the 
words on the page. | lasted another ten minutes stewing 
before | picked up my cell and dialed his number. 


How dare he not even call. 


Wasn't he going to bother mentioning our kiss? If he 
planned on treating me as though nothing had happened 
between us then he had another thing coming. The happy 
bubble I'd been rocking all day started to deflate at just the 
idea of that. 


Maybe it hadn't meant anything to him. 

Of course it hadn't. He'd probably kissed dozens of women. 
Hundreds even. | probably didn't even register as a blip on 
his radar. One way or another, | had to find out. 

| started talking as soon as the line opened out. 

"If you're mad at me for making dinner with your mom 
instead of going out to eat with you, I'm going to have to 
reconsider this whole thing, because | didn't think you were 
such a giant baby." 


"Becca." Ivan's wince came clear down the line. Pain clouded 
his voice; his breathing was labored. 


My irritation evaporated in an instant. 


"Oh my God. Ivan what happened? Where are you? Are you 
okay?" 


"Stop talking. I'm at my place." 
"I'm coming over." 
"No." 


"Yes, Ivan. You sound terrible. Unless you tell me what's 
wrong right now you're not leaving me any choice." 


Ivan didn't argue again and that worried me more than 
anything else. | heard him swallow and again he made an 
effort to calm his breathing. 


"Bring - there's a spare key. In the desk in the study. Top 
right drawer. Let yourself in." 


"Okay. I'll be - right there. Just keep talking-" 


Ivan disconnected the call. "Damn it Ivan! You're supposed 
to stay on the line!" 


After a mad hustle to find the keys, | pulled on a pair of 
leggings, and a sweatshirt, not bothering to change out of 
my Minnie Mouse nightshirt. This was an emergency. | didn't 
have time for fashion. 


Stamping my bare feet into my running shoes, | grabbed my 
phone and keys as | legged it out the door. 


It was late and Ivan was in trouble. | didn't have time to 
worry about being quiet. 


CHAPTER 15 


Becca 


"Hello?" | called out as | turned the key in the lock and 
opened the door, letting myself into Ivan's apartment. 


He didn't say anything. 


The corridor | stepped into was dark and the timer on the 
hall light behind me went out almost as soon as | stepped 
inside. | reached out to the nearest wall, my hand sliding 
along the faded wallpaper, searching for the lightswitch, 
flipping it on before | closed the front door behind me. | was 
glad | hadn’t walked right in when | saw how close I'd come 
to tripping headlong over Ivan's bench press weights, which 
were all lined up along the cramped corridor. 


It was much more cramped and basic than his mom's place, 
which was to be expected given the Oceana complex was as 
good as it got around here. But | didn't care. It was his. And 
it reminded me of the place I'd grown up in. 


The blue-gray flicker of the TV led me into the living room. 
Ivan was sitting in the middle of an old couch in the dark 
staring at the TV, with the screen muted and a bottle of 
vodka clutched tightly in his fist. 


| let out a short breath, feeling my irritation rise. What was 
he doing? This wasn't the man | thought I knew. "For 
Godsake Ivan, | was worried about you and you're sitting 
here getting drunk in the dark!" 


| flipped the light on, about to continue my rant about him 
dragging me out of bed. 


But with the lights on, | could see the bright red of the 
sodden towel he was pressing against his shoulder, and the 
pile of similar, discarded towels, all soaked crimson. 


| felt all the blood drain out of my face as the iron tang of 
Ivan's hit the back of my throat. "Oh my God." 


| was over to his side in an instant, dropping to my knees in 
front of him and my hands automatically went to press the 
towel against his shoulder. 

"What happened?" 


He scowled, shaking his head. "It doesn't matter." 


| recognized wounded pride when | saw it. "Fine! Don't tell 
me! | don't care. You need to go to the hospital." 


i No." 
"Ivan, you're bleeding out!" 


He grimaced, and | eased the pressure | was applying until 
the tension in his face eased. 


“Becca - look at me. It's a flesh wound. It didn't hit anything 
important." 


"Then why the hell is there so much blood?" 


"Because I've been trying to dig the slug out." 


The whirl of it all made my brain slow. Nothing he was 
saying made any sense and my hands wouldn't stop 
Shaking. "Slug? What slug?" 


"The bullet." 


"Oh my God, you got shot. Why didn't someone call an 
ambulance?" 


"Becca. Look at me. | need you to be calm." 


Somehow | managed to drag my eyes away from the bloody 
mess of fabric | was holding to his chest, and when | met his 
cool, gray eyes, they were steady. 


"I'm calm." 


"Good." He was still talking slowly, breathing slow and far 
too purposeful for me to think he was anywhere close to free 
from pain. "I don't need to go to hospital when I have you 
right here. Do I?" 


"What? Ivan I'm not even in medical school yet! I've never 
done anything more than patient filing and taking blood 
apart from a first aid course back when | was sixteen!" 


"Then it's good experience." 


| stared at him, feeling the weight of his words sink in. He 
must have had his reasons why he couldn't go to the 
hospital, and why he was asking for my help. Whatever this 
was a result of, Ivan was tangled up in something he wasn't 
supposed to be doing, and | realized | didn't care. 


There wasn't anything | wouldn't do for him, and it was time 
| started showing him that. 


"Okay. | guess it is. But if I'm playing doctor, you've got to 
do what | say." 


Ivan 


Whether or not I'd wanted Becca here, | wasn't in a fit state 
to do anything to get her to leave now. To her credit, she 
wasn't demanding answers. All she cared about was making 
sure | was alright. 


| didn't deserve that, when all these years she'd been falling 
in love with a good guy cop who never existed. She 
deserved more, and one day I'd give it to her. 


I'd made it home, but at heart, my apartment was still the 
cramped and dated one-bedroom I'd moved into. It had 
always been a temporary residence, to me. My placement 
here was part of the deal I'd made to move over here for 
Mama, but Moscow was my home. | intended to go back 
some day. 


At least, | always had until Becca came along and blew 
everything | thought | knew about myself clear out of the 
water. 


Given | hadn't intended on staying, it hadn't made sense to 
put my money into things | didn't require. It wasn't that | 
didn't have savings. Even on my legitimate salary, | could 
have afforded a bigger place by now, but | chose not to. The 
money that came my way from Russia mostly went into 
making sure Mama had what she needed. There was more 
than enough for that, and | had various investments set up 
in a way that meant | could access the funds without leaving 


a trail to me, should | need it in the future. But acting as one 
of the NYPD's finest meant | couldn't live the life of other 
men in the Bratva and still keep my position. | needed to be 
above suspicion. 

That seemed like an impossible hope now that | was sitting 
on my couch with a bullet in my shoulder that | refused to go 
to the hospital to get sorted. 

"You need to get the bullet out." 


"The slug," she echoed and | felt my lips pitch into a wry 
smile. 


"Exactly." 

"What do I do?" 

"Tweezers." 

"Are you kidding me? It's not a splinter for crying out loud!" 


"What else do you want to use? Sorry, | don't have a full 
quota of surgical equipment on hand." 


She let out a tense breath. "Fine. Let me look at it. If it's 
welling blood you need a hospital." 


"| told you, I'm not going." 
"When I've figured out whether you're going to keep on 
bleeding without someone to properly stitch you up, we can 


have that conversation again." 


| knew she was only being cautious, but | couldn't stop 
myself from letting out a low growl. She needed to do this. 


There was no other way unless she wanted my whole life to 
start unravelling. Becca's eyes narrowed. 


"Don't you dare growl at me. Flesh wounds are one thing, 
but if you've torn through blood vessels, they need to be 
knitted back together and | don't have a clue how to do that. 
I'm not stitching you up so you can pretend you're fine while 
you carry on bleeding and the whole thing goes septic." 


"Fine." | needed her to do what she could, and if she needed 
me to agree to that, then for now | would. And when it came 
to it, I'd have to find another way. 


| watched her face as she peeled back the wadded towel and 
| saw the focus in her eyes intensify as she inspected the 
puncture wound. Her hands pressed around the perimeter, 
fingers stretching the skin and | steeled myself not to flinch 
as she pulled the sides of the wound apart. | could see she 
was going to make a great doctor one day. Despite her 
concern for me, she was unflappable. 


"I'm not poking around in there too much. | don't want to 
nick anything. But I think the bleeding's okay. Do you have 
anything I can suture it with? | need bandages too. And | 
need to sterilize everything." 


Relief that | wasn't going to have to fight her rolled in, and | 
let myself sag back into the couch. 


"In the bathroom cabinet. There's a suture kit, and the first 
aid stuff. | got vodka and | got boiling water. That's it." 


Only when she'd left the room did | let my eyes scrunch 
closed, and I took a deep swig from the bottle. 


It had been a long time since I'd been shot, and before now 
most of my injuries had been in the official line of duty, so 
getting hospital treatment hadn't been a problem. 


Back in Moscow, | knew the Bratva had doctors who didn't 
ask questions, and no doubt they'd have someone lined up 
that | could go and see once | got a hold of them. But that 
wasn't going to be tonight. 


No one summoned Yakov without notice and expected to be 
granted an audience. There was no such thing as an SOS. | 
was out here on my own because | could handle myself. 
There never was a Safety net. 


Besides, | already knew | wanted to have Ruslan neutralized 
before | asked Yakov for anything. In this business, there was 
no room for dead weight and if | started looking like | wasn't 
carrying mine then it was all over. Getting shot looked like a 
failure. | needed to turn it around. 


Back from the bathroom, Becca dumped bandages and the 
suture kit down on the coffee table. Funny. I'd got the damn 
thing more to ward off disaster than because I'd thought I'd 
ever really need it. Tonight | was glad | was superstitious. 


Becca went off to the kitchen and | heard her light the stove 
and boil water, and then there was the sound of her opening 
every cupboard in the place, and looking in the fridge. | 
grimaced, knowing she wasn't going to find all that much. | 
didn't have time for cooking and | didn't have people over. 
From the emptiness of my cupboard's she'd be figuring that 
out right about now. 


When she came back, the tweezers and a pair of nail 
scissors were in a bowl of steaming water. Her hands were 


pink from scrubbing and I could still smell the soap on her. 
She set a bottle of water down on the table too. 


"This isn't going to be pleasant." 


"I know." 


CHAPTER 16 


Becca 


The wound was oozing slowly, more like the blood was 
leaking from surrounding capillaries than anything larger. | 
hoped | was right about that. Ivan wasn't stupid, and no cop 
in this city didn't have medical insurance, which meant 
there was a good reason he didn't want to go to the hospital. 
When this was all over, | was going to find out exactly what 
that reason was, but for now, | had to focus. 


The rate of blood flow seemed to be slowing up, and as scary 
as all the discarded towels, soaked in crimson looked, | 
remembered going through an entire toilet roll trying to stop 
a nosebleed as a kid. The color always made the volume 
look more than it was. He probably hadn't even lost as much 
as he would have if he'd gone to a blood drive. 


If he'd nicked a major vein or an artery, I'd know about it. At 
least that's what | was telling myself. Now wasn't the time 
for self doubt. 


Tweezers in hand, | forced myself not to close my eyes at the 
slightly queasy feeling as | experimentally delved into the 
wound. | took a deep breath, trying to blank out the way my 
stomach turned over at the depth of the puncture wound. I'd 
never make it as a doctor if | couldn't deal with this. 


Ivan didn't make a sound, but he'd gone very, very still and 
his breathing was overly controlled. 


Right at the bottom of the wound, | could feel something 
hard scrape against the end of the tweezers. | tried to make 
a grab for it, twisting them around, but | felt the metal 
blades snap together. Ivan winced and | froze, closing my 
eyes a beat, to calm myself before | tried again. | twisted the 
tweezers, trying to widen the arms. My hands were getting 
tired, holding so steady and in my frustration at trying to 
grip onto the slug, | made a clumsy jab. 


Ivan's entire body tensed, nostrils flaring and sweat broke 
out onto his brow. His fist clenched tightly enough to rip the 
fabric on the arm of the sofa. If it had been my arm he'd 
been holding onto, I'm pretty sure he would have snapped 
it. 


"I'm sorry! I'm sorry!" 
"Just get it out." 


| nodded, but a sense of dread filled me when | looked back 
to the wound. 


There wasn't an easy way to do this. The tweezers weren't 
wide enough to grip around the end of the little metal slug, 
and the channel of the wound didn't give me any room to 
maneuver. 


But | couldn't leave it where it was. 

| bit my lip, hesitant to start again. 

"Have some more vodka," | instructed, and Ivan held the 
bottle to his lips, chugging down so much of the bottle that 


had | been him, my liver would have given up right then and 
there, and I'd have died of alcohol poisoning on the spot. 


"Ready?" 
Ivan nodded. "Ready." 
"Okay. Here goes nothing." 


Tweezers in one hand, | stretched the skin of the wound 
wide, pressing down to bring the bullet closer to the surface. 
It was a tricky process, and with each failure, my frustration 
grew. | was making it worse, digging around in there, and if | 
didn't get the damn thing out all the bacteria in there would 
start to fester. 


Every time | got ahold of the slug, it would slip out again 
when | squeezed hard enough to try to pull it out. 


| took a deep breath, clamping the tweezer blades tightly 
together and trying a new tactic, slipping them down one 
side of the slug and getting under it to push it out. 


Ivan dragged in a tortured shout over his teeth, face red and 
the tendons in his neck standing out as he tried to hold 
himself back. 


"I know. | Know. I've nearly got it!" 


| couldn't let this beat me. Ivan was counting on me to do 
this. There was no other option. | had to come through for 
him. 


Steadying my hand and tightening my grip, | pushed in, 
twisting them around once | felt the scrape of the bullet and 
Saw it move upwards. | let the tweezers open out, cradling 
the bullet in between the arms, and | felt my heart beat 
jump with excitement. This was going to work. | had it! 


For the first time, | knew it wasn't going to slip as | drew the 
tweezers up towards me and | held my breath as the top of 
the slug emerged from the center of the wound. 


With my other hand, | plucked the offending piece of metal 
up, and tossed it into the bowl of water I'd used to sterilize 
everything. The water stained rusty pink as the blood 
washed off, and | let out a breath | hadn't consciously been 
holding. 


"Done. It's out." 


Struggling to catch his breath, lvan opened his eyes and he 
nodded. "Knew you could do it." His lips twitched into a thin 
smile, but his face was still pale and showing his discomfort. 
“Now you've got to stitch it up." 


| shook my head. "Now I've got to clean it out." 


| unscrewed the cap on the bottle of water, and held the 
wound open, flushing it liberally to dislodge any additional 
debris the bullet might have left in there as it ripped 
through. Ivan's face contorted and he let out a grunt of 
discomfort. Pink tinged water flowed down his arm, and | 
saw his throat ripple as he swallowed. 


| did my best to soak up the flow with a clean towel. 


Ivan's breathing levelled out and | could see him bracing 
himself for what was to come next. 


| took the bottle of vodka and grimaced in sympathy as | 
repeated the dousing of his wound. Ivan shouted out at the 
sting of it and his muscles started to shake, but the sound 
was Short, and he clamped it back down quickly, nostrils 
flared with the effort of controlling his breathing. 


"Stitch me up before | change my mind." 


With nervous hands, | took the suture kit out of its packet. | 
stared down at a sterile, curved needle and thread, and a 
small pair of what looked like pliers, which were clearly to 
ensure | had enough purchase on the needle to pull it 
through. 


"I've never been all that good at sewing. Just so you know." 


Ivan's eyes opened again, and he tilted his head. His good 
arm reached up and he cupped my face then let his 
knuckles skim softly over my cheek. "It doesn't have to be 
pretty." 


"No. | guess not." 


There was no getting around the fact that this was going to 
scar. No getting around the fact that | was going to have to 
push the needle deep enough into his flesh to knit the hole 
together, and he was going to feel every single stitch. | 
wasn't the one who'd shot him, but | was going to be 
responsible for the mess the healed wound turned into. 


"Becca. Look at me. You can do this. You're going to bea 
doctor. This is nothing." 


| nodded so hard it felt like | was trying to convince myself 
he was right, rather than just agreeing with him. 


With no more reason to delay, | steeled myself, gripping the 
threaded needle tightly in the pliers. Refusing to let my 
head swim, | pushed the needle through his skin as quickly 
as | dared, not wanting to draw the process out. 


Ivan sucked in a wince over his teeth, and | did my best to 
filter the sounds he made. 


His fist was tensed firmly, fingers digging into the arm of the 
couch and he fell silent as | pulled the needle through on the 
other side and tied the first stitch with clumsy fingers, 

doubling and tripling the knot to make sure it stayed secure. 


"Almost there." 


Ivan nodded, letting his eyes sink closed, and | marvelled at 
how much trust he was putting in me. Maybe it was because 
he didn't have a choice, but | liked to think he did. There 
had to be an alternative to trusting me to do this. 


The rest of that bottle of vodka must have kicked in, 
because Ivan didn't seem to react so much to the other 
stitches, and | was glad the world had muted for him. | 
couldn't imagine being able to sit still and let someone do 
this. Getting my ears pierced had been bad enough. 


CHAPTER 17 


Becca 


When | finished tying the last stitch, lvan cupped my jaw 
with his overly large hand again. His eyes were softly 
focused and | could smell the alcohol, thick on his breath as 
he drew my face in towards his. Most of the bottle was 
empty, but | wasn't anywhere close to being afraid of how 
he'd treat me. Drunk or not, Ivan was a gentleman. I'd seen 
that so many times over the years. 


"You're so beautiful," he murmured, and | couldn't help but 
smile at him, leaning in for the kiss I'd wanted all day. His 
accent seemed to have come through more, and | loved the 
Slavic edge to his words. 


He let out a hum against my lips and it went right through 
me, straight to my clit, despite the fact that he had to be 
struggling to stay conscious. 


"You're so drunk Ivan. You need to get some sleep." 


He scoffed a laugh. "Not drunk. You - you need to sleep with 
me, doctor." 


| was torn, because | knew he needed rest, but desperately 
wanted to see where this would take us, even if he wasn't 
sober right now. | let out a breath. 


"The patient needs to get some rest. Come on. Let's get you 
into bed." 


Ivan's eyes glinted. "l'Il get you into bed right now." 


In a single move, he pulled me onto his lap so | was 
straddling him and | could feel his cock twitch and harden 
against my body. 


His hands pulled my hips down towards him and | felt my 
panties go wet at the contact I'd been craving for nearly a 
decade. 


He arched up with a growl, kissing me possessively and | 
could taste the vodka on his tongue as he plundered my 
mouth, leaving me breathless. 


My heart was pounding in my chest, making my body shake 
with the force of it, and all | wanted was to give in. 


My hands braced on his muscled arms, fingers squeezing 
around his solid biceps and | felt him flex them under my 
grip. Drunk or not, he knew exactly what he was doing. 


Without another word passing between us, he pulled my 
hoodie up and | scrambled my arms out of the sleeves. 


With him there, topless, | had far too many layers on, 
separating our skin. | didn't want anything to come between 
US. 


His gaze flickered down to the cartoon character 
emblazoned in the center of my chest on my nightshirt. 


Ivan 


"This has to go." 


Without another pause, | hooked both my hands into the 
round collar of the t-shirt. With a fierce tug the worn cotton 
ripped and | pulled the edges apart right down the center, 
between her breasts, all the way to the hem. 


Becca's mouth hinged open on a gasp of surprise, but she 
didn't make to cover herself. Instead she shrugged out of the 
ripped top, baring her perfect bosom and her perfect, 
smooth skin. | dipped my head, ducking down to press my 
face against her breasts, spilling kisses over the soft swells 
of flesh, my tongue teasing around the solid little buds of 
her nipples. She shuddered under the attention of my 
mouth, and her hands tangled in my short hair. 


"No more cartoon characters." 


So what | was older than her? It meant | could protect her 
and provide for her. That damn cartoon mouse on her top 
wasn't going to convince me this was wrong, but | could do 
without it smirking at me. 


"Okay, | can do that." Her voice was hushed and ragged, as 
though she was struggling to find her breath, and it stoked 
the beast in me to know how easily | affected her. 


My hands smoothed down her sides, roving down to her hips 
to push the waistband of her leggings down. Becca lifted her 
hips to let me ease them over her perfectly rounded ass and 
off, and my fingers smoothed the lace of her panties against 
her skin, lingering over the texture of the lace for just a 
moment. 


Her right hip was mottled with a large bruise that stretched 
down along the top of her thigh. Anger bubbled in me at the 
sight of it. More than the slug she'd pulled out of me, and 


the row of ugly stitches on my shoulder, this was a reminder 
that I still had to deal with Ruslan. 


Before I'd seen that, | knew | had to get him off my patch, 
make them realize that Brighton Beach was not the place for 
him. Seeing the marks they'd put on her changed 
everything. It didn't matter what they'd done to me, but for 
this | was going to hunt him down and dispatch him once 
and for all. 


No one was going to get away with touching Becca. She was 
mine. 


CHAPTER 18 


Becca 


| was breathing heavily, struggling to control the noises | 
made every time he touched me. My whole body was on fire, 
and | wanted him to immolate me completely. | might have 
been a virgin, but | knew with bone deep certainty that the 
only thing that would sate me was burying his cock deep 
inside me. 


| wanted him so badly it hurt. 


He'd endured the pain of the stitches, | could handle 
whatever came with him getting rid of my virginity forever. 


"Becca, look at me. We're going to be together. You're going 
to be mine. This is only the start of that." 


I'd waited long enough. When Ivan pulled me to him all of 
those good-girl shoulds and ought-tos vanished. The only 
thing that mattered was getting him inside me. 


In an instant he scooped me up, arms hooking under my 
knees. He hoisted me up, and I clung to him, my arms 
braced tightly around his neck and shoulders. My thighs 
clenched firmly around his muscular sides. And God it was 
fantastic having him between my legs.. 


The strength of him was phenomenal and it turned me on so 
much that even with an injured shoulder he could pick me 
up like | weighed nothing at all. 


As soon as he pushed open the bedroom door, he crossed 
the few feet to the bed and tossed me down onto the 
mattress. 


| felt myself bounce, unable to stop my own momentum, and 
| let my legs fall apart as | came to a halt. 


My breathing was heavy as I looked up at him, desperate for 
his touch. He was silhouetted in the doorway. The light from 
the corridor behind him outlined his rippling abs and the 
deep curve of his monstrous cock standing proudly from his 
body, testing the seam of his boxer briefs. He was the most 
gorgeous man I'd ever seen and | was going to experience 
every inch of his body pounding me into his bed. | couldn't 
wait. 


| wiggled my panties down my hips, but Ivan was on me ina 
second, his weight bearing down on me, flattening my 
hands to my body, trapped in between us, as he ground 
down against me. | whimpered at the pressure of his cock 
feeling like | was going to explode if | didn't get to have him 
soon. 


| needed to be naked. | needed him to be naked against me. 
If | didn't feel his skin on mine, | was going to die. 


"Ivan, please." | could hear the begging tone in my voice, 
but I didn't care. He knew | wanted him and there was no 
point pretending otherwise. 


His large hands covered mine, pushing them away, and 
before | knew what was happening, his mouth closed over 
the crotch of my panties, his tongue lathing over me 
through the thin cotton above the gusset. | gasped, my back 
arching clear off the sheets at the wet heat of his mouth 
where no one had ever touched me, let alone tasted. 


"Oh my God." 


Every single nerve ending was on fire, and he was the 
reason. 


His tongue lapped over me again, and he drew back breath 
hot through the thin material. | moaned, and my hips curled 
in towards him without my say so. My hands clenched in the 
sheets, because | didn't know what else to do with them. 
Keeping still was an impossibility, and when Ivan drew back 
to look at me for a long, solid moment, | nearly died of 
impatience. 


Then he wrenched the sodden fabric to one side, exposing 
my pussy to the air, and to him. 


When he went down on me again, it was without the barrier 
of the cotton and | cried out as the tip of his tongue traced 
over me, firm and purposeful. Everything was so much more 
intense and he was insistent, his hard, dexterous tongue tip 
flickering over me without mercy, thoroughly abusing the 
engorged bud of my clit until | was a writhing, delirious 
mess. 


The sounds that came out of my mouth were pure gibberish 
and my fingers buried themselves in his hair, desperately 
trying to cling on, because this was a rollercoaster | had no 
idea how to ride. 


If he hadn't forced me down onto the mattress with his 
hands on my hips, I'd have squirmed away. His mouth on me 
was the most intense thing I'd ever felt in my life and the 
survivalist in me knew | couldn't take much more before | 
came apart entirely. 


Ivan was unrelenting, pulling me down by the ankle when | 
tried to curl up to shield myself from him. There was no 
arguing with the solid grip he had, pushing my knees apart 
and keeping me at his mercy. | didn't struggle long. | didn't 
want to. 


His mouth moved down, tongue sliding between my folds 
and plunging into me, making me gasp at the unfamiliar 
intrusion. | let out a shivering whimper as his free hand 
twisted around, thumb rubbing over the hood of my clit as 
he sucked and nibbled at my sex, between plunges of his 
tongue. 


He clamped his mouth down over me, and his tongue did 
something magical that made me think he had to be part 
lizard, until | was shuddering hard against him. The strength 
of my orgasm took me by surprise and it was his name on 
my lips that | was groaning, over and over again. 


Nothing I'd ever experienced came close to what he'd done 
to me, and | couldn't wait for more. 


Letting me up, he barely gave me a moment's pause before 
he was kissing me again. | could taste myself on him, and 
the thrill of that was one I wasn't expecting. 


Ivan 


Becca arched her back under me like she was trying to throw 
Sparks. The pair of us were molten hot, and | could believe it. 
She made me feel like some kind of god, and | wanted to 
make her feel like my goddess in return. 


The way she struggled to give in to herself, it was obvious 
she'd never had a man go down on her properly. The 
selfishness of her previous partners enraged me. But that 
quickly faded once | had her mewling under me. | knew how 
to make her body come alive and she'd remember me 
forever. 


I'd make sure she never thought of another man again. 


Her orgasm wracking through her had my cock throbbing 
angrily, desperate for some satisfaction of its own. 


| almost winced when Becca reached down and closed her 
fist around me, stroking her plam along my length with not 
nearly enough pressure, despite how hair-trigger | was. 


"Christ Becca, I'm not going to break." 


Her eyes flashed to mine, and she dragged her teeth over 
her bottom lip, eyes still hazy from her orgasm. 


"Sorry - | haven't. | mean, I-" 


Suddenly it all made sense. | ducked down to kiss her, 
groaning my appreciation against her lips. | threaded my 
hand over hers, and her grip tightened as | rutted against 
her soft belly and the warmth of her splayed thighs. 


"You're a virgin," | clarified, my smile growing along with my 
cock even before she confirmed it. Just the thought that | 
was the only one to touch her made the animal side in me 
flare to life. There were no other man who'd left her wanting. 
| was the only one who was ever going to claim her. 


But Becca looked embarrassed. Her eyes hooded like she 
didn't want to look at me and her head bobbed in the 


smallest of nods. 


My free hand cupped her jaw. "That's the sexiest thing I’ve 
ever heard." 


Her nose scrunched up and she squinted up at me. "Really?" 


| nodded. "No one's ever touched you the way | get to touch 
you. | get to make you mine. Completely, totally, and I'm 
never going to let you go." 


Becca's breath hitched and | knew I'd said the right thing. 
She wanted that too. "Yes. Take me. I've never wanted 
anyone apart from you." 


"And now you get to have me." 


She wiggled out of panties and I shook off my pants and 
underwear, and pulled her legs wide. | let my cock drag 
against her, over the hot, sticky mound of her sex until her 
lips guided me to the right place. No one had ever touched 
her like this, and no one else was ever going to. The thought 
of that was almost enough to tip me over the edge all on its 
own. 


With one hand clenched around the base, | directed my 
unwieldy length, pushing up until my engorged, angry head 
was rammed against her entrance. | could feel every move 
she made go right through me, and | pushed into her with as 
much restraint as | could muster. 


My hand went to her clit again and my fingers found her 
nub, rubbing hard until | felt her walls start to flutter around 
me, relaxing some of their sweet tightness. A fresh flood of 
her juices eased my way inside. 


Becca cried out as | thrust into her, pushing through the 
resistance of her virginity, and | drove down against her clit 
again, determined to smooth the pain of my entrance with 
pleasure. Her breathing hitched faster, and after a moment, 
her hips began to move in time with mine as though she 
didn't want to let my cock even a millimeter out of her. 


Her groan came through hot and languid as I picked up the 
pace, all of that tension eased out of her like she wanted to 
melt against me, and | thrust in again with a deep, long 
stroke, pushing more of my length into her with each 
passing turn. 


| was a few inches shy of hilt deep when | bottomed out 
inside her, and Becca's eyes flared wider, her mouth 
hanging open like she didn't know how to process the 
pleasure. 


"Oh my God. Why didn't anybody tell me it was like this?" 


| growled at that idea, pounding into her harder to make her 
moans tumble from her mouth all over again. 


"It's you and me. That's what it is." 


No one had ever felt as good as her. It was like my cock was 
made to be inside her, made to fill her with my seed, so she 
could birth our children and be mine for the rest of our lives. 
No one else had any right to ever touch her. 


| groaned as Becca clenched around me, gasping and 
arching under me on another orgasm that stretched on. 
Breathless and desperate for release, my whole body tensed, 
balls drawing up towards my body as she moaned out my 
name, smothering my face with kisses while she trembled 
around me. 


| came hard enough my eyes rolled back, rutting into her 
like some kind of animal whose only purpose was to 
impregnate his mate. 


That's what she was. | could see that now, in a moment of 
sudden clarity as my balls emptied into her in long streams 
of come, this was no fleeting attraction. We were going to 
mate for life. 


CHAPTER 19 


Becca 


I'd always been a light sleeper, and with my head swirling 
around with so many thoughts, it had taken me ages to drop 
off, despite the heavy satisfaction of my body. | still felt the 
stretch of him and | knew my body had changed forever, just 
to take him inside me. It was a perfect thought. 


| wasn't used to the bed at his Mama's yet, and my body was 
still craving the mattress I'd gotten used to back on campus. 
This was another mattress entirely, but it wasn't only that 
that kept me awake. | was curled against him, aware of 
every breath he took and the feel of his skin against mine. 


It felt like Christmas morning being here with Ivan and | 
didn't want to waste it by being unconscious. It was odd 
sharing blankets and space with another warm body, but | 
felt instantly at ease curled against Ivan's side. 


This was my dream come true, being here with Ivan. But I'd 
never expected a shadow life surrounding the man I'd been 
so obsessed with. I'd always known him as someone good 
through and through, but maybe that wasn't entirely true. 


Lying next to Ivan was where I'd dreamed of sleeping so 
many times and now that | was here | almost couldn't 
believe it was real. | didn't dare shut my eyes, in case when | 
opened them again, l’d wake up for real, but exhaustion took 
the decision away from me. 


| woke up thinking | was still dreaming, because | could hear 
the low, familiar tone of Ivan's voice rumbling softly from a 
little ways away. But he wasn't beside me, and the irritation 
of not quite being able to make out his words was too strong 
for any dream. 


With another blink into the pins and needles blackness, 
tracing the outline of the unfamiliar ceiling light with my 
eyes, | realized it wasn't a dream. 


The sweet aches of my body told me I hadn't made anything 
up, and I still had the smell of him all over me. 


| sat up slowly, blinking around me to get my bearings and | 
slipped out of bed, pulling on one of Ivan's shirts, before | 
padded out into the hall to find him. It fit me like an 
oversized dress. But | was pretty sure he'd enjoy seeing me 
in it all the same. 


| stepped out of the bedroom, peering into the corridor. The 
light from his office was bright around the edge of the door, 
spilling out into the hall where it was only just ajar. | could 
hear Ivan talking to someone in Russian. 


Self-consciously, | folded my arms around me and tiptoed 
over to the door, trying to peer in the open gap without 
being seen. Something was going on. First Ivan turns up 
with a bullet wound he didn’t want to get treated and now 
he was having secret conversations in the middle of the 
night. | really didn't want to come face to face with anyone 
apart from Ivan with no underwear on. 


The door opened inwards right at the instant | reached for 
the handle and Ivan filled the doorway. 


"What are you doing?" His voice stayed determinedly quiet 
and | whispered in return, very conscious of how silent the 
rest of the apartment was. 


"| heard voices." 


"You were listening in on me?" Ivan's jaw rippled and before | 
could reassure him, he pulled me back with him into the 
office, closing the door firmly behind us. His laptop was on, 
and | could see Skype open, but the video link was closed. 


Ivan took a step towards me, and | automatically stepped 
back because of his sheer presence. Then the solid door was 
behind me, and there was nowhere else for me to go. 

| could feel his breath against my skin, rising goosebumps 
all over me with a pleasant shiver. 


"What did you hear?" 


“Nothing really. | mean... a bit of Russian maybe. It sounded 
like when you used to talk to Dad. I'd sit up listening. | bet 
you never knew that." 


"No. | didn't know you were so interested by me." 
His smile softened his face, but his eyes never left mine. 


| followed his gaze down to my chest, where my nipples were 
not cooperating when it came to keeping my cool. They were 
holding his shirt clear of my breasts and he hooked a finger 
into the collar, pulling the front of the shirt out a little. | 
knew he'd see all the way down to my breasts and beyond 
them, down my stomach and to the neat mound of my pubic 
hair. | might as well not have bothered with the shirt at all. 


God, | liked that he wanted to look at me. 


"Not by you. Ivan... Interested in you." 


| bit my lip, worrying the flesh in my embarrassment at 
finally admitting any of this to him. My voice had shrivelled 
up to a tiny little thing. | swallowed hard. The only way I was 
going to get through this was by staring at my toes and the 
woodgrain on the laminate boards. 


"| always have been. I've tried to move on, put you out of my 
head, but | can't. Every time I close my eyes, it's you. You're 
the man I've been dreaming about every day since we left. 
And | - | Know this is stupid. | know it is. And I'm sorry, | know 
this isn't what you signed up for when you set this up. You 
don't even know me, and you probably have this whole life 
with people your own age. And - damn it. | was going to 
have some great speech worked out about how we'd be 
perfect together and instead I'm rambling on like a total 
bunny-boiling psycho just because we slept together. | 
mean, how ridiculous is that? I'm totally delusional, right?" | 
laughed, because | had to. It was the only thing | could do. 


After all this time I'd finally detonated the bomb, and 
waiting for the aftershocks was terrifying. My laugh ground 
itself out. | forced my eyes closed, because otherwise | was 
going to do something horrendous like let that stinging lump 
at the back of my throat turn into tears. This couldn't have 
gone worse if I'd planned it. "Shit." 


| pivoted on the spot, groping for the door handle, wanting 
nothing more than to run for cover. | thought I was brave. | 
wasn't brave, | was foolish, and I'd just handed him my 
underbelly to shred to pieces. It was one thing to let him 
take me to bed, but it was a whole other level to admit this. 
How was I going to look him in the eye again? How was | 
going to face Mrs. K? 


| pulled the door open, but Ivan leaned over my head and it 
only took a touch of his hand against the flat of it to push it 
back into the frame. | pulled at the handle, but he was 
leaning his weight against the door and | couldn't even 
move it. 


"Ivan..." 

"Say it again." 

| cringed, covering my face over with my hands. | wanted to 
disappear into the floor. "Oh hell no. Just - forget about it. 
Pretend | never said anything. I'm sleepwalking. That must 
be it, right?" 

"I don't think so." 

| could feel the heat of his body against my back and he 
carefully turned me around, but he didn't give me any more 
space. Pinned with my back against the door and him 
looming over me, | could feel each breath he took rise his 
ribcage up and down. 

Ivan cupped my jaw, tilting my head up. 


"You dream about me every day?" 


| nodded mutely, my eyes still averted, despite how 
pointless that was. This close, | could hardly escape him. 


"Look at me. What do you dream?" 


My mouth goes dry. "That you... kiss me." 


He pressed his hips against me, and | could feel the steely, 
hot length of his cock jabbing hard against my belly and my 
body shivered at the memory of everything he'd done to me. 


My clit tingled like my body sensed the nearness of its mate. 
| was never going to get what he'd done to me in the 
bedroom out of my head, and | didn't want to. 

"Just kiss you?" His eyes were dark and dangerous, and | 
knew I'd gone too far to run away from this now, no matter 
where it took me. 

"No." 


ul No?" 


"I know what I want, Ivan. I've always known. | want to be 
with you. Always" 


CHAPTER 20 


Ivan 


Saturday morning, | was waiting outside the gates of the 
Oceana Complex for Becca after a week that had been far 
too long without her with me every minute of the day. At 
night we'd mostly talked on the phone, her at Mama's place 
and me at mine. I'd walked her to work every morning, and 
pick her up every evening. 


| was coming to realize that those snatched hours were 
never going to be enough. Today, we would spend together, 
and figure out all we had to. 


| hadn't wanted to go inside and stand there, not able to kiss 
her or take her hand in front of Mama. 


Becca and | needed time alone together to figure out what 
we really wanted before we started dragging our families 
into it. 


| wasn't the man she thought | was. As much as | trusted 
Becca's feelings for me, she didn't know the whole truth of 
who I was, and she needed to know more than she did 
before | took her at her word. 


One way or another she was going to be mine. I'd decided 
that the moment I kissed her. But I'd rather save Mama the 
worry if Becca couldn't handle what | did. Whatever 
happened, | was going to bring her around to that, even 
kicking and screaming if | had to. I'd make her understand 
that the core of me was still the same, even if she rallied 


against it. Hurting me was one thing, but nobody was going 
to cause Mama more pain. 


Weekend clothes for me were jeans and a casual shirt open 
over a tee. The shirt was essential when | wasn't wearing a 
jacket. 


Bratva business made it sensible to keep a gun on me, and | 
had the appropriate permit to carry concealed to make sure | 
never got into trouble over it. | was sensible enough not to 
use my service weapon, and I'd been provided with a Sig 
Sauer that couldn't be traced back to me and | had it tucked 
away, neat at the side of my body. | was never without a 
gun. 


It made a change to be out of my suit at least. It almost felt 
like | could be a regular guy. 


| looked up to see Becca burst out of the door of the 
apartment building and even from here | could see her 
grinning fit to burst. She had on a pair of pale jeans that 
were so tight | had the urge to make her go back up and 
change, because | was popping a boner looking at her, even 
from this distance. Her loose, cropped top showed a flash of 
her midriff when she walked and my jaw was a solid ball of 
tension with every step she took. 


| had no idea why she wanted a man like me when she could 
have taken her pick of any of the men in this city, but | was 
so damn glad she did. No one else was ever going to look at 
her the way I was looking at her right now, if | had my way. 


She waved when she saw me, and fell into a run, bounding 
towards me like an excited puppy. | laughed as she barrelled 
into me and I pulled her up as she flung her arms around my 


neck, my hands on her ass so she could grip her slim thighs 
around my sides. Her eyes sparkled in the sunlight. 


"| missed you," she murmured and | let out a growl, tearing 
at her lips with my teeth. What this woman did to me I don't 
think she even knew. 


"It's only been an evening." 
"Well | did." 


| set her back down on the ground and Becca leaned in 
against me as we walked. | liked the feel of my arm around 
her shoulders, and her petite body tucked in neatly against 
my chest. 


"Where are we going?" 


"Mehmet's. Coffee and baklava to start, and then," | 
shrugged. "The day is ours." 


I'd take her wherever she wanted to go as long as she kept 
smiling at me like that. We'd do whatever she wanted. And 
maybe I'd give her a little more insight into my world, 
because there was no way | was letting Becca go into this 
blind. | needed her to accept the whole of me, and 
everything my world came with. Any wife of mine would be 
by my side in all things. | couldn't stomach the idea of 
keeping secrets from her when all | wanted was to share with 
her everything that I had. 


| stuffed my hand deep into my pocket and made a fist in an 
attempt to disguise the fat snake visible down the inside leg 
of my pants. Around her, | had no control at all. 


CHAPTER 21 


Ivan 


When we got to the cafe, the windows were dark and the 
closed sign was still over. | frowned, cupping my hands 
around my eyes against the glass so | could peer inside. 


What | saw wasn't good. 

"Becca, call the cops." 

"What? You are the cops. What's going on?" 
"Something's happened. Stay out here." 


Already unholstering my gun, | shouldered open the door to 
the shop with a few solid barges, using my body asa 
battering ram to break the flimsy lock from the frame. 
Mehmet hadn't needed an alarm, but I'd told him more times 
than | could count to get a decent lock fitted. Everyone 
around here knew he was under my protection, but that 
wasn't going to stop chancers. 


With another ram of my shoulder, the wood frame splintered 
under my weight and | pushed the door in, striding into the 
dark shop with my weapon held high. 


"Stay outside," | repeated, tone all the more forceful now 
that | was sure of what | was looking at. 


Just like I'd known he must have done as soon as I'd seen 
Ruslan making the money drop, he'd gone to the Ukranians 


for a better deal. And he must have gone to them again 
when he realized how fucked he was after shooting me. 


Mehmet's Nikes peeked out from behind the glass counter, 
and flies buzzed over something sticky and dark splattered 
over the surface of it and dripping down the sides. His 
handprint looked like some kind of kid's painting project 
right in the center. 


| swallowed hard, numbing my reactions as | rounded the 
corner to take in the worst. 


Mehmet lay face up, obviously shoved onto his back. There 
were defense wounds on his arms, but it didn't take a 
coroner to tell me the cause of death. His throat was slit from 
side to side and the floor was red. 


Ruslan had well and truly crossed me, and the Ukranians 
thought they could muscle in while | was on the back foot 
and take down my operation. That was the only thing that 
made sense. 


| kicked the counter and the glass splintered, a crack 
fracturing across the middle of the handprint. 


The shop bell sounded, and | rounded to see Becca's 
standing there, wide eyed with panic. 


"Oh my God." Her hand darted up to cover her mouth, but 
she didn't gag. | had to give her that. 


But she shouldn't have been there. | wanted her gone. 


"| told you to stay outside." 


"And then | heard noises. Last time you disappeared on me 
you wound up shot." 


| shook my head, teeth gritting together hard. "So you 
thought you'd come and get shot too? Damn it woman..." 


| had to school my temper, but it was almost beyond me. 
Mehmet had been an honest man. He'd been a lynch pin to 
my operations, and he did make the best coffee for miles. 
His back room was my second office, and this was going to 
send shockwaves through the foundations of every contact | 
had. 


The back room was going to be a problem. | dragged a hand 
across my eyes, holstering my weapon. With the police 
coming | had to work fast. 


| grabbed Becca by the wrist, leading her through to my 
makeshift office. | drew in a breath at the mess they'd made 
of the place. At least | wasn't stupid enough to keep 
documentation here. "Don't touch anything. You see a bag 
over there?" 


"What? What's going on, Ivan? Who did this?" 


"A bunch of dicks who are too chickenshit to deal with me 
themselves. I'll tell you all about it later." 


| knelt down to the safe in the corner that they evidently 
hadn't come prepared to handle, spinning the combination 
and swinging the door open. 


This wasn't the Bratva's fund. The cash was all Mehmet's 
and all the paperwork was to do with his shop, but his wife 
wasn't going to be pleased if the envelopes | gave him, cash 
in hand, started causing problems. | gritted my teeth at the 


sight of a cluster of prescription pill bottles with different 
names on the sides, then gathered them up. 


Whatever side deal Mehmet had going on, | could find out 
later. Right now | needed to get rid of any links to me and 
anything dodgy. 


"The guy who shot you do this?" 
"Probably." 


Becca's lips pursed together and she pulled out a reusable 
bag, holding it out to me. 


"Hold it open." 


Becca watched me shove the pill bottles and three 
envelopes into the bag and lock the safe again. | rifled the 
desk drawer, reaching right to the back for the false top, and 
pulled out the little Ruger revolver | kept in there, just in 
case, and tossed it into the bag too. 


There was a camera hooked up in the corner. The laptop it 
usually linked to was gone, but I didn't need the other cops 
in my department looking for it, or them starting to bother 
Mehmet's wife asking about what he was mixed up in. | 
pulled it down, bundling the wires up, shoved that in the 
bag too and wiped everything down. 


Not only had someone taken him out, they'd increased the 
murder rate of the area by 100% overnight. I'd worked hard 
to keep my precinct clean. And they were messing with my 
stats without any concern for the knock on consequences. 


That made me nearly as pissed as the rest of it. 


It was one thing to be able to look the other way, and 
reorganize patrol routes, or misdirect my officers to facilitate 
a business deal, but a murder investigation involved a whole 
lot of people who were out of my control, not least the 
forensics team. Attempting to sweep this under the rug 
would only draw suspicion to my door. So | had to do the 
best | could in the time available to limit the evidence they 
had. 


No doubt Ruslan had passed on the contacts I'd given him to 
fence his goods straight to Grigori Menshevik, and 
Menshevik's men had blown a hole right in the middle of my 
communication hub. With that laptop they were likely going 
to go after anyone else they recognized and try to poach the 
whole network. 


Mehmet was a strategic kill. His death did the job of sending 
a message to the outliers in the area that they needed to 
start choosing who to align themselves with one way or 
another. And they were not going to get away with it. 


No doubt Ruslan had been compensated for the information 
he'd shared, and offered a better cut if he traded through 
Ukranian connections. Menshevik was trying to claw back 
control, and he knew he had more manpower than | did 
when it came to making a stand. 


There had been a gradual shift over the past decade in the 
syndicate, from ruling through fear and thuggery, to gaining 
trust of criminal partners throughout the underworld simply 
by consistently offering the best monetary returns. We were 
a kind of club, and | was a kind of secretary, making sure the 
membership fees came in on time, and no one pissed in the 
pool. 


It had been a long time since I'd had to remind anyone that 
we weren't simply skilled and well connected businessmen. 
But none of the men I knew as colleagues in the underworld 
had started out that way. Menshevik was going to be in fora 
surprise if he thought we'd take this lying down. 


No way was the Bratva going to relinquish territory just 
because some Ukranian thought he had big enough balls to 
take us on. I'd personally castrate him and his operation. 
That was why I was here. 


| could hear the sirens approaching, and | steered Becca 

back out to the front of the shop, pulling the door closed 
behind us, just as two of my finest officers barged in the 

door. She'd called them and mentioned me, no doubt. So 
she had to be here. 


"Scene's secure, boys. We'll need Becca's prints for 
exclusion. I'll take her down to the station. Get it rolling with 
forensics and door-to-doors. Someone must have seen 
something." 


CHAPTER 22 


Becca 


No one even glanced at the bag | was carrying for Ivan as he 
steered us back out onto the street. The blue flash of the 
patrol car lights caught me right in the eye, dazzling me 
momentarily. | felt sick with nerves. Someone was winding 
out police tape, and there was already a crowd pressing in 
and we were walking towards one of the cars. Ivan was 
taking me right past them. 


My hands started sweating around the handle of the bag. | 
felt like it was transparent. Anyone who looked at it must 
surely know | was making off with so many things | shouldn't 
have. Things that Ivan should have wanted investigated, as 
a cop. Unless he was on the other side. 


My chest was tight and | felt my breathing start to race. 
What if he was one of the bad guys? I'd never planned for 
that. 


His voice rumbled close to my ear, prickling right through 
me. "Just keep walking. One foot in front of the other." 


My head was buzzing. 


| was still coming to grips with what I'd seen - what had 
happened. | hadn't meant to look at the man's face, but it 
had been unavoidable, and | wished | hadn't instantly. It was 
the same man who'd offered to help me right after I'd been 
mugged and somehow, those few minutes of interaction 
made it worse to see him so totally lifeless now. 


I'd never seen a dead body like that before. There had been 
so much blood. 


Why would anyone do that to a guy who ran a cafe? 
Whatever Ivan was involved in, it clearly wasn't on the right 
side of the law, and that was at odds with everything | knew 
about him. Everything I thought | knew. 


The whole time I'd known him, it had been as a cop. I'd 
listened to him talk about doing right by his family - his 
mother - and I'd fallen for the man who'd made so many 
sacrifices and upheaved his entire life to make sure that she 
got the best care that it was possible to have. 


I'd listened to him talk to my dad about the state of things in 
Russia. How they had been, before the fall of communism, 
when he'd been a boy, and the way things were changing. 
I'd heard him talk about shortages of essentials, and always 
having to bribe someone to get a proper job done, or to have 
access to what you needed. He said the healthcare system 
was abysmal. That normal people didn't stand a chance. 
He'd grown up learning how to look out for himself in a way 
that no one I knew had to. 


Maybe I'd been foolish to romanticize that. 


He'd been talking to Russians late at night in secret calls. He 
was trying to hide getting shot, and now he was taking 
evidence away from a murder scene. Just who had | got into 
bed with? 


| gripped the handle of the bag more tightly to try and stop 
the tremble starting up in my hand. Ivan's palm at the small 
of my back still made me feel secure. The weight of it 
grounded me like a steady anchor, and | tried to focus on 


that. It was who he was: strong, dependable and brave. 
Whatever he'd gotten tangled up in, | knew | belonged by 
his side. He wasn't a bad man. If he was on the wrong side of 
the law, | trusted that he had his reasons. 


| had to. | was in too deep for anything else. 


Ivan 


Mama's place was closer to the crime scene. That wasn't the 
reason | took Becca there. 


My place was within spitting distance of the precinct, and | 
wanted to be sure Becca wasn't going to rat me out the 
moment | walked her in there to have her prints taken. They 
could wait until later if they had to. 


Becca didn't say a word the whole walk back, and I wasn't in 
the mood for conversation either. Our date went up in 
smoke. And Becca was looking at me like a tiger in the zoo. 


| unlocked the door with my key and opened it ahead of me 
for Becca to step inside first. 


"Mama?" 
"Oh, Vanya. And Becca! | thought you out have fun." 


"Something came up, Mama. | need Becca's help with 
something for work." 


Mama's lips pursed, creasing her lipstick and she gave mea 
soft slap on the cheek, just the way she did when | was a 
boy. "It is Saturday. What you not understand about this? Is 


not time for work today. Poor Becya. She want spend time 
with you." 


"Mama." 

She rolled her eyes and her spidery lashes blinked. " You 
think | not know, Vanya. | Know all things. But | have things 
too." She nodded down towards her pull-along shopping bag 
on wheels. "I go now." 

"Mama, get a taxi back." 

"| not invalid. | walk." 


“Mama, get a taxi. For me." 


She rolled her eyes again. "Oi oi. For you, Vanya. Always 
anything for you." 


CHAPTER 23 


Ivan 


The pair of us stood in the kitchen, looking at each other as 
Mama clattered around us, picking up her bag, making sure 
she had her keys. The silence felt heavy once the echo of 
the front door slamming closed and her cheery goodbye, 
died back to the usual quiet of the apartment. 


| led Becca through to my office. 


"Are you going to tell me what's going on now?" Her voice 
was very quiet, but it didn't have a tremble in it and | 
respected that. 


She set the bag down in the middle of the desk and | turned 
my back to her to open the safe. The gun and the camera 
went inside without hesitation. The envelopes would need to 
get back to Mehmet's family, and | hadn't figured out a way 
to do that without drawing attention yet. The pills | had yet 
to decide what to do with. 


| looked up at her from where I was crouching, seeing in her 
eyes that she was prepared for the worst. 


| let out a slow breath. "Don't ask, unless you're sure you 
want to know, because if you don't like it, there's no walking 
away." 


If it came down to it - if she was on the point of turning me 
in, and taking out the Brooklyn Bratva along with me - I was 
duty bound to end her. To make sure her body never saw the 


light of day. | never wanted her to look at another man apart 
from me again, but | didn't want it to be because of that. 


She walked over to me and slid her hands over my 
shoulders, her perfect fingers finding the knotted stress in 
my muscles that all the rounds against a punching bag in 
the world couldn't work out. | hadn't known | wanted a life 
like the one I could have with her, but now I did, and the 
thought of having it snatched away was intolerable. 


"I'm not going to walk away, Ivan. Whatever you've done, 
whatever you're part of, it's part of you. And | want to help 
you sort it out." 


Relief burned in me and | let my neck soften as her fingers 
worked over me, melting away the tension like the sun 
turning butter to a puddle of molten gold. Her lips dusted 
against the back of my neck, and my cock stiffened at the 
brush of them against my skin. It took her hardly anything at 
all to get me rock solid and | doubted that was ever going to 
change. 


| stood up, turning to face her, because | needed to look her 
in the eye when | shattered her illusion of me forever. 


"I was sent here by the Bratva to control Brooklyn in return 
for passage over here for me and Mama. She gets the 
treatment she needs, and they pay me to manage their 
business interests." 


Becca nodded. Her eyes were wide but she didn't look 
scared. "What do you do for them?" 


"Whatever needs to be done." 


"Have you - killed people?" 


| gritted my teeth. "You don't need to know the details, 
Becca." 


"Yes. | do. | don't want to spend my life with a man who's 
pretending to be one thing and living a whole other life | 
know nothing about. | know you. You wouldn't hurt anyone 
without a good reason." 


"Becca, | do what needs to be done to keep us on top of our 
business interests here. My loyalty is to Moscow. The Bratva 
has done more for me than any country, any government, 
ever could. | owe them Mama's life, and mine as well. So yes, 
| have killed for them. | have murdered scumbags who think 
they can treat Brighton Beach like their personal ashtray. | 
have protected the associations I've built up here, in the 
community, and I've kept the right people on the right side 
of the cops. I'm not the hero you think I am." 


Becca reached up, stretching on her tiptoes so she could 
pull my face down towards hers. "I never liked you because 
you were a hero, Ivan. | liked you because you've always 
been so real. | know you're no saint. But everything you've 
said - that all sounds like a good reason to me. If you're in 
this, then I'm in this, lvan. Don't you dare try to do this on 
your own. You need me. | Know you do. And I'm right by your 
side." 


| kissed her harder than I've kissed anyone in my life, driving 
my mouth against hers with a ferocity | didn't know | had in 
me. She could have turned away and run scared, but instead 
she'd opened her arms to me without hesitation. 


In one swift motion | lifted her up. Her legs wrapped around 
my sides and she clung to me as | turned her bodily towards 


the desk. With one swipe of my arm, | cleared the surface, 
dropping her down onto it. 


After this there was no going back, and | never wanted to. 


CHAPTER 24 


Becca 


As Ivan bore down on me, his mouth closing over mine, | 
knew that whatever he was involved in, I'd willingly stand 
by his side for the rest of my life. | meant everything I'd said 
to him. Whatever he'd done, | trusted his reasons were 
sound. 


The show of strength as he picked me up, clear from the 
ground, made my stomach flip. My nipples were painfully 
tense, rubbing at the inside of my bra. | clung to him, loving 
the way he slammed me down against the surface of the 
desk, like he had to have me, right then and there. He 
wasn't holding back any longer, and | loved this side of him 
even more. 


My thighs tensed around his sides and | felt myself getting 
wetter by the second over his show of strength and the 
rippling, corded muscles in his torso surging against me. My 
panties were wet against the lips of my pussy, and | groaned 
as he rutted against me, grinding the heat of his erection in 
hard against my inner thigh, because it wasn't close enough. 
| needed him inside me and | always would. 


His lips trailed over my neck, teeth grazing the thin skin 
with more ferocity than he'd shown before, and | groaned, 
arching up to meet his mouth. He was like an animal, 
completely overcome by lust, and | couldn't get enough of 
his ferocious passion. 


"You're so bad, Ivan." Clouded with want and need, my voice 
came out huskier than I'd ever heard it before in my life. | 
didn't care what | sounded like, | was busy clawing at the 
back of his shirt. | couldn't get it off him fast enough. 


"You like that?" 
"God, yes." 


I'd been obsessed with him when I'd seen him as just a cop, 
but now | knew | was doomed. Something about the danger 
drew me closer. The thought of him dishing out rough 
justice, protecting the interests of his Russian comrades 
whatever the cost was enough to ruin me for all other men, 
forever. 


| couldn't go back to my old life now. It was him, or nothing. 


My hands rounded his shoulders, pushing the arms of his 
shirt off him and as he shrugged out of it, his holster came 
into view. | let out a gasp as I realized he'd had that gun on 
him the entire time. Of course he had. I'd seen him use it at 
the cafe. But there was something different about knowing 
he had such a powerful weapon on him when he was on top 
of me, and | was on my back. 


| slid my hand over the butt of the gun, feeling how it fitted 
into my palm, imagining all the times Ivan had shot it. He 
looked at me as | closed my hand around it. 


“Uh-unh. Not for you." 
Faster than I'd thought he could move, Ivan had my wrist 


clamped tightly in his grip. | let him pull me up to sit, 
feigning a struggle against him. With my ankles hooked 


around his thighs keeping him in as close as | could get him, 
he had to know the struggle wasn't real. 


"You want to be bad now too?" His voice was gravel against 
my ear, and it rolled a shiver right through me with the 
rough physicality of it. 


| didn't care whether he was asking about just now, or 
forever, because my answer came with the same eager, 
panted breath. 


"God, yes." 


"| don't think you know how." He tugged a little harder on 
my wrist, and | let out a groan of pleasure, feeling my 
arousal heighten with the twinge of discomfort. 


It shouldn't have turned me on, but it did. 


He wrenched my arm behind me, and | sat up tall, right on 
the edge of the desk, as close as | could get to him. With 
him standing between my thighs, his cock lined up perfectly 
against me. 


"You're not bad, Becca." His eyes held a glint of challenge in 
them, and | groaned, knowing he wasn't going to give me 
what | wanted. 


"| could be. For you." 


| soread my legs as much as | could so | could draw him in 
harder against me. My free hand roved over his chest, 
pushing his shirt out of the way so I could get to his skin and 
| trailed my hand lower, dropping to his waistband as | 
nibbled kisses against his chest, above the neckline of his 
shirt. 


"| could be. Ivan, please." 


| licked my lips, and traced the line of his belt with the tips 
of my fingers, skirting around his erection until he lets out a 
low, rumbling growl. 


"No one ever tell you it's not good to tease?" 


| bit my lip, looking up at him with a smile | couldn't hold 
back. "I'm not teasing." 


His grip on my wrist tightened and my breathing hitched in 
Sharply. All my nerve endings tingled with the promise of his 
touch. It was addictive, and | couldn't go a minute more 
without a hit. 


"Turn around. I'll show you bad." 


Ivan stepped back a single pace, letting my wrist go, and | 
dropped down onto the floor, eyes trailing his as | turned 
around, slowly. 


"Bend over." 
| didn't need telling twice. 


A thrill went through me as | draped myself over the desk 
letting the surface take my weight as Ivan's large hand 
trailed to my pants. His hands went to the waistband of my 
pale jeans and he peeled my zipper down. Every notched 
tooth on the row jolted right through me with the buzz of it 
coming down. 


In one motion, he pulled them down along with my panties, 
baring my bottom to the air and his hand slapped across my 


skin, hard enough to make me gasp. 


Eyes watering from the sting, | looked back at him over my 
shoulder, a little shocked with myself that the red mark 
rising against my skin in the shape of his hand made me 
flush with arousal. 


His eyes glinted, and | braced myself for another open- 
palmed slap. A thrill went through me as it landed, and | let 
out a low moan, unable to stop myself. 


"So bad, Ivan." 


The sound of flesh on flesh rippled through me, making each 
sting of pain that much sweeter. His hand collided with me 
so solidly, | jolted against the desk, letting out a gasping, 
rolling groan. 


"You like that? Like the big, bad Russian man forcing you to 
do what he wants?" 


With each pass of his hand, | felt myself getting wetter and 
wetter. 


Ivan's hand twisted into my hair, and he pulled my head 
back. His hands somehow finding the balance between 
firmness and pain. His fist wasn't wrenching my hair out, but 
if | moved too sharply, it would. 

| couldn't move. I just stayed there, panting. "Yes." 


His hand slapped hard over my ass again, and | bit down on 
my lip to stifle a cry. 


"Is this bad enough for you, little girl?" 


The anger in his tone shocked me, and | swallowed hard, my 
head reeling as everything shifted. Ivan was glaring at me. 
Suddenly, it wasn't so sexy any more. 


"Ivan?" 
His fist loosened and it was out of my hair in an instant. | felt 
the loss of his hands on me so physically it was like the sun 


had gone behind a cloud. 


| sat up sharply, pushing myself around on the surface of the 
desk so | could see where he'd gone. "What's the matter?" 


Leaning against the door, arms folded across his chest, he 
scowled at me like some kind of wounded creature. 


"I'm not a bad man. You want a bad man? A man to hit you?" 


| let out a slow breath, feeling relief wash over me. This was 
a misstep | could come back from. 


| swallowed, pressing my lips together, and | shook my head 
Slowly. 


"It's not like that. | want you." 


His jaw tensed and his head bobbed in a short nod. "I want 
to protect you. To make you mine. The things I've done, | 
don't want to bring them between us." 


| nodded softly, a little understanding taming the dull 
disappointed ache. 


"It's just a game, Ivan. That's all. It's okay. You're my big, 
strong Russian, my Brookly Cop, and my mafia man. 
Anything you do to me is sexy. | love how strong you are 


because | know you'd never hurt me, but | like the feel of 
your hands on me like that, Knowing that if you were 
another man, you could." 


Quietly, | slipped off the edge of the desk and walked over to 
him, peeling my top off and unhooking my bra. Without a 
word, | drew his hands to my breasts, letting him cup them 
as | looked into his eyes. "You have all of me. That's all | ever 
wanted." 


| dropped to my knees in front of him and unbuttoned his fly. 
His cock sprang out pushing the zipper the rest of the way 
down, and | freed it from the folds of his boxers, releasing 
the muskiness of him into the air. 


Locking eyes with him, | lowered my mouth over his head, 
my smile rising as | let my tongue curl and swirl around him, 
drinking in the taste of him. 


He let out a low moan and his hand slid into my hair again. | 
slid my hand over his, holding it there as | started a slow bob 
of my head, drawing him deeper into my mouth and letting 
him slide in and out smooth and slow. 


Gradually, he let his fingers tense and his other hand 
Cupped around my skull as he let his hips thrust into my 
mouth. | hummed with pleasure, latching around the base of 
his cock with both my hands to make up for the length of 
him | couldn’t swallow. 


| loved the taste of him, and the way he groaned every time | 
let my tongue flicker over the slit at the top of his head. 


Ivan was my man. | didn't need him to be a villain to me, 
even if the things he did might have classed him as one to 
anybody else. 


"Becca. I'm gonna-" 


| didn't let him pull back from me as his body tensed. | 
gripped his hips even harder, refusing to let him push me 
off, and | swallowed hard, drinking him down as his balls 
tensed and he exploded against the back of my throat, 
filling my mouth with a salty warmth that was all him. 


There was a kind of power in bringing a man like Ivan off, 
knowing he was at my mercy for just those few moments 
when he was groaning because of my lips alone. 


| drew off him with an audible slurp, wiping a dribble of his 
cum from the corner of my mouth and | swallowed the 
remaining mouthful. 


Ivan's eyes widened as | licked my lips and I got to my feet, 
threading my fingers through his as I took his large hand. 


“Let's go to bed, Ivan. It's late." 


CHAPTER 25 


Becca 


Pulling the sheets up around my chest, | turned onto my 
side, tracing my fingers around the edges of the messy row 
of stitches I'd sewn into him. It was early still, but we'd have 
to get up soon. | could already hear Mrs. K bustling about. 


Zoning that out, | concentrated on Ivan's wound. It was 
healing well. There was a little redness still, but it looked like 
the stitches were holding. New pink skin was knitting in, and 
there was no heat to indicate infection. 


"How am I doing, doctor?" 


Ivan had a smile on his lips, and | got the impression he 
liked me fussing over him, changing his dressing and seeing 
to his wound. Maybe it was because | was in bed and naked. 
Maybe it was because we'd only ended up here after Ivan 
had carried me through from the office. 


| was never going to be able to look at that desk the same 
ever again. 


"You'll live. Just as long as you keep following my orders." 
He moved in for another kiss, and | giggled as | turned my 
head away. '"Mnh-un. You need to speak to your people. They 


need to know what's going on." 


Ivan grunted. "They're already sending back up." 


"They are? That's good." 


"Yeah. As long as it doesn't mean they think I've turned 
incompetant." 


| cocked an eyebrow at him, and leaned down to trace my 
lips over his chest. "Ivan, no one in their right mind would 
think that about you. You've been out here all on your own, 
holding it together for them all this time. They owe you 
some assistance." 


The hardness in his jaw mellowed out slowly, and he reached 
to trail his large finger along the sweep of my nose, then 
down my septum and over my lips. 


“Let's hope you're right." 
"I know I am." 


| stretched again, rolling in against Ivan on a deeply 
Satisfied yawn. 


"Let's do something today," he murmured, lips against my 
hair, dipping down to brush against my ear. The feel of his 
stubble, combined with the heated whisper of his voice 
made me blush. "I want to take you out. Say thank you." 


"You don't need to -" 
Ivan's fingers stilled my lips, cutting me off with a soft but 
purposeful touch. "I want to take my beautiful, clever doctor 


out and let everyone know she's mine." 


His eyes on me were solid and strong and I don't think I'd 
ever seen anyone look at me with such adoration. It took me 


biting my lip to curve the broadness of my grin. "I'm not a 
doctor yet." 


"Technicalities." 


Getting together was one thing, but knowing Ivan truly 
wanted me to be his was a new level entirely. This was 
turning it real. And it was one step closer to having him 
forever. 


| nodded. "I'd like that a lot." 


Ivan 


The New York Aquarium wasn't the first place I'd have picked 
for a date. I'd wanted somewhere quiet, romantic, classy. 
Somewhere we could get to know each other better. 


But she'd slipped her hand into mine and leaned against my 
chest, blinking up at me. She had to Know what a look like 
that did to me. 


"Please, Ivan. | haven't been there in forever. | used to love 
going there as a kid." 


Had she been anyone else, it would have been a concerning 
state of affairs that | couldn't seem to refuse a thing she 
wanted. No one else I'd ever met had that kind of suasion 
over me. Not even Mama. 


"What's the big deal over seeing a bunch of fish?" 


Wrong thing to say. Her eyes darkened and for a minute she 
looked at me like she didn't even know who | was. | 


shrugged, lopsided and slow, backtracking in the hopes 
she'd take it. | never wanted her to look at me like that 
again. "I've never been and don’t see the point, that's all." 


"What? Oh my God, we're definitely going. | can't believe 
you've lived here this whole time and never been inside. You 
practically live next door." 


"There are fish in the ocean. | can get a rod and get them for 
myself. You want to see a fish up close, | can get you a fish. 
I'll get you one this big." | spread my hands wide. "We can 
go to Florida. We have connections in Florida. Fish for a 
marlin. It can go up on the wall if you like fish so much." 


Becca rolled her eyes and nudged against me. "Gee, 
thanks." In the sunshine, she looked like some kind of 
goddess, and | would have set the world at her feet if | could. 
Enduring a tourist trap was the least | could do to make her 
happy. "I know you're not a total barbarian, Ivan. You can 
stop pretending." 


| laughed, drawing her in against me, looping my arm 
around her waist so my hand could settle on her far hip. I'd 
be a barbarian for her. I'd rampage through any town just to 
give her everything that she deserved. And that was a hell 
of a lot more than rainbow fish under glass. "You sure it's 
worth it?" 


"Yes, | am. It's like being under the ocean. The fish are so 
pretty. Not for eating - don't even joke about it. They have a 
Shark tunnel too - you'll like that. And turtles and rays and 
sea lions and seals." 


| couldn't stop smiling at her - this woman who made the 
darkness inside me light up, getting so excited over a 
glorified fish tank, but | shook my head at her all the same. 


This was the start of the rest of our lives together, even 
though she didn't know it yet. If she wanted the whole 
ocean, I'd give it to her. "Okay. | already said we could go." 


Out of season, as we were, the line to get inside was short 
enough, but | flashed my badge at the bored-looking 
security guard all the same, and he opened the barrier for us 
with a stiff nod, shoulders square and eyes comically forward 
like if he didn't look at us nobody was going to see him 
cutting me a favor. It was about as subtle as a big fat 
Mason's handshake. But what did it matter? | had standing. 
What the hell had | been wasting my time for all these years 
if | couldn't show Becca some of the perks my job could 
bring, even if today all it meant was cutting the queue. 


Her hand fit perfectly in mine, as though my larger palm was 
made to wrap around hers and her slim fingers had been 
made to slip exactly between mine. Lock and key, hand and 
glove. 


Gleefully, she dragged me inside, pulling me through 
tunnels of tropical fish, swimming through carefully curated 
tanks, full coral and brightly colored seaweed, floating back 
and forth with artificial currents in the water. | couldn't take 
my eyes off her. 


| kissed her under the arched tunnel of water, brushing the 
hair back from her face, amongst the shrieks of an 
enthusiastic group of school children. 


Becca was looking up through the water, turning on the 
spot. "Isn't it beautiful?" 


"One day, I'll take you somewhere we can see all these for 
real." 


Becca darted a glance in my direction and her smile crept 
up slowly, warming through her as though she really liked 
the sound of that. "One day, huh?" 


"One day real soon." 


She grinned. "Maybe not the sharks. | could live without 
swimming with sharks." 


| let out a low huff. "Sharks make the sea what it is," | said, 
indicating a sign on the wall that told us just that and she 
rolled her eyes at me. "It's true. You need the predators to 
keep everything in order, take out the rot, then everything is 
safe for everyone else. It's balance." 


"You're not a shark, Ivan. I'll go swimming with you." 


| shrugged. "I'd rather be a shark than a lionfish." The 
beautiful, wispy finned creatures that could float like drifting 
seaweed were apparently so destructive and invasive that 
out of their natural habitat they were culled and divers were 
encouraged to kill them on sight. Their take over was 
insidious and far more destructive than any shark could be, 
wiping out huge numbers of native fish with no defenses, 
damaging reefs and pushing out other species. I'd definitely 
rather be a shark. 


"You're not a lionfish either." Becca slipped her hand into 
mine again, leading me outside, over to the display pools. 
Her grin crept up. "I think maybe you're a sealion though!" 


They were midway through a display and the bulky, 
whiskered sealion was up on a podium giving a fearsome 
bark, reared up, posturing, showing off it's impressive size 
like a gorilla of the sea, banging its chest. 


She laughed, and | made a grab for her, arms around her 
waist, nipping growled kisses at her neck. 


"A sealion, huh?" 


Becca's body vibrated with laughter against mine, her back 
pressed against my chest, every contour of her body making 
mine stiffen against hers as she twisted in my arms. She 
looked up, eyes gleaming. "Mm. Maybe not. You don't have 
the moustache for it." 


| let her watch the rest of the show - the trainers 
encouraging the creatures to leap out of the water in tight 
circles and do tricks for fish - making an excuse to slip away 
and make a phone call. | had an idea, and a favor to call in 
that could make it happen. 


Thankfully my guy was up for helping out. Becca smiled 
when | took the seat next to her again. 


"You missed the show!" 


"I'll live. Let's get out of here. | want to show you something 
else." 


Becca 


Ivan lead the way to his car and held the door open for me 
so | could slide into the passenger seat beside him. The day 
had slipped away from us at the aquarium but | wasn't ready 
to go back to Mama's yet. 


And it looked like Ivan had other plans too. 


"Where are we going?" 
"It's a Surprise." 
"Really? What if | don't like surprises?" 


His eyes drifted to mine, glancing away from the traffic, one 
hand resting at the top of the steering wheel." You'll like 
this." 


"Is there going to be food involved?" 
"Of course." 


He made me stay in the car when he pulled into a food 
market I'd never been to before. When he came back he had 
a couple of bags, that went onto the back seat, and a bunch 
of pink roses that he presented me with. 


"Where am I going to put them?" | protested, flustered from 
the glow rushing through me at how sweet he was being. In 
all my daydreams, he'd been the perfect gentleman, and in 
reality it was only better. 


"They'll last until you get home. You like them?" 


"Ivan they're beautiful. No one has ever given me flowers 
except my Dad." 


"Good," he said, and | got the sense he really meant it. It was 
a good thing I'd never had a boyfriend, because | was pretty 
sure lvan would make them regret ever touching me. 


I'd never been so far west of Coney Island and my interest 
was peaked, because pretty soon we were going to run out 
of land. 


The area was a mishmash of older streets, mostly residential 
and there was no reason | could think of why Ivan was taking 
us out this way. Until | saw the thin white tower of the 
Coney Island lighthouse peeking through the rooftops and 
recollections of a school trip in grade school filtered in. 


"We're going to the lighthouse?" | looked across to him with 
narrowed eyes. 


Ivan shrugged. "I know somebody in the coast guard." 


Of course he did. | was beginning to realize Ivan knew 
someone who could do something for him in nearly every 
part of Brooklyn. | grinned. "We're going up?" 


"That's the plan." 


He parked the car and we walked the narrow lighthouse 
steps, right to the top of the lantern tower. The sky was 
turning pink as we got to the top, the sun out ahead of us, 
over the sea, burning bigger and rounder as it dropped 
down towards the horizon. 


The lamp in the middle was starting to warm up and the 
intensity of the beam that flashed out as it spiralled around 
was immense, casting our stretched out shadows over the 
water. 


When I looked back, Ivan was popping the cork on a bottle 
of champagne. | actually felt my eyes light up, and my jaw 
hinged open with surprise. "What's this?" 


Ivan poured me a glass and the bubbles raced up the sides, 
Spilling out and splattering on the aluminum safety flooring 
like all the passion between us couldn't be contained. | felt 


the same way. "To the start of many, many years together. To 
love." 


| had to press my lips together to stop from tearing up, and | 
took a sip, choking inelegantly on the fierce tickle of 
bubbles against my throat. | never thought I'd ever really 
hear him say something like that to me and mean it. But 
here he was saying it, and | was wide awake. 


"To us. You love me?" 


Ivan touched his glass to mine and tipped it up to take a 
mouthful. In his hand the narrow glass seemed thimble-like. 
“Becca. How can you ask me that? You've come into my life 
and changed everything. You stitched me up and saved my 
life. Yes, | love you. And | want us to be together. This is only 
the start of that." 


Butterflies exploded in my stomach when he leaned down to 
kiss me, and | pushed up on my toes to meet him, my hand 
cupping his stubbled jaw to bring his mouth completely in 
against mine. 


"I want that too. So much." 

"Good. We'll make it happen." 

We sat up in the lighthouse tower until it got dark, eating 
the picnic Ivan had bought and drinking more champagne 
and it felt like | was getting everything I'd ever wanted. My 
heart was so full it could have burst right out of my chest. 


"This was the perfect day, Ivan." 


| watched him shrug it off, like pulling this off was nothing, 
but there was a glint in his eye that told me it was what he 


wanted to hear. "It’s only what you deserve." 


CHAPTER 26 


Ivan 


The message came through to my phone when we were just 
getting back to Mama's place. | was to meet our man at the 
airport the next day. 


Almost as soon as | opened the email, a pop-up on the 
screen alerted me to a Skype call coming through from 
Timoshenko and Becca took my hand, and dragged me 
inside. 


"You've got to talk to him Ivan." 


| rolled my eyes, but accepted the call all the same, walking 
fast towards the study. 


But when | opened the window, it wasn't Timoshenko on the 
other side. 


"Valentin." My brow notched up a fraction, and | schooled 
my face to return to neutral. 


"Ivan." The younger man smiled, and panned the camera 
angle around to all four corners of the empty room. "We 
have privacy from the old man. Rest assured. We can speak 
freely." 


My brow furrowed, aware of the breach in protocol and the 
significance of it. But | liked him. He seemed to have a good 
business head on his shoulders, and we all needed that. 
"Okay. I'm listening." 


"The word is, deals with our contacts are being thrown over." 


| nodded. "We have an issue. Grigori's pushing for a return 
to the old days. He's trying to start a bloodbath to prove he's 
got the big balls." 


Valentin raised a brow. "How messy is it?" 


On the other side of the screen, Becca piped up. "They tried 
to kill him. It's pretty messy." 


"Who's that?" 
| scowled at Becca. "Not your concern. She's trustworthy." 


Valentin's smile picked up. "You misunderstand. I'm pleased 
for you. All these years I hear you live the life of a monk. It is 
time you had someone to take care of you, Ivan. You are very 
valuable to us. To me. | want to see you have the life you 
deserve." 


"That's wonderful." | didn't entirely believe him, and | was 
sensible not to. He was on his way up, and I had a feeling 
he'd cut as many throats as he needed to, to get there. Any 
favors he was prepared to offer were going to come at a cost. 
"Can we stick to the point?" 


"Of course. You were updating me on the situation." 


"Grigori's been using newcomers. Undercutting us. They're 
hungry for a quick profit, and they don't care about shitting 
in their own backyard as long as they get paid, and Grigori is 
willing to pay." 


"I think now is the time to get serious with the Ukranians, 
Ivan." 


"| agree." 


"My friend Max will help you. He is a very serious man. Very 
professional." 


| nodded, understanding exactly what Valentin meant. | 
slumped down in the desk chair. Even on an encrypted line, 
it was foolishness itself to say the word hitman out loud. 


"Ivan's professional," Becca piped up. Before | could stop 
her, she rounded to my side of the screen, pulling my arm 
down to bring herself into view of the camera. She plopped 
herself down in my lap, moving so that she could peer at my 
boss, arms folded across her chest, face as stubborn as ever. 


Valentin's smile twitched in. "I like this woman, Ivan. I like 
her very much. My darling, of course he is. Ivan is the most 
professional of men. | would not be speaking to him if | did 
not think of him as one of the key members of our 
brotherhood. And in time, | hope he will be recognized for all 
that he's done for us." 


"She's not your anything. She's mine. Don't talk to her, at 
all." 


"As you wish, Ivan. Your family is our family, remember that. 
You are all under our roof." 


Becca's eyes narrowed. 
"Some roof. It's kind of leaky. lvan got shot, you know? | 


hope you have a proper doctor for him to see. Because he 
can't carry on doing your work for you without one." 


Valentin's brow twitched up. "Our roof is undergoing 
renovations. Soon it will be brand new. Are you okay?" 


"I'm fine. It's healing. She exaggerates." 

"I do not!" 

"Becca." 

Valentin nodded shortly. "Our man will be with you 
tomorrow. He will ease the situation. | hope that you will bea 
good host to him." 


| gritted my teeth. "Of course." 


"Then it is settled. Good night Ivan and... friend." 


CHAPTER 27 


Becca 


As soon as the screen went silent again, | Knew | was in 
trouble. 


"You shouldn't have done that." Ivan set his phone down on 
the surface of the desk with a solid clunk, and I saw fury in 
his eyes. 


"Why not?" 


"These are not people you want to aggravate, Becca. This is 
not a little game." 


| hopped off his lap before he could grab me. "I know that." 


“But you think you can have a conversation with them? You 
think it's a good idea to show your face." 


| folded my arms across my chest. "Ivan, if they're as 
powerful as you say they are then they already know 
everyone you care about. You're in with them, so I'm in with 
them. That's how it works. And | have a problem with them 
taking you for granted when you work so hard and take so 
many risks for them." 


| bit my lip, trailing my fingers up over his chest. All evening 
I'd been wanting to slip his jacket off his shoulders, but now 
he was all wound up. | guessed his worlds were colliding 
over Mehmet's case. 


"You could get caught at any minute. Do they even realize 
that?" The thought terrified me, and I'd speak to the devil 
himself if | thought it would make sure it never came to that. 
Valentin didn't seem so bad. Not that | was naive enough to 
think he was without sins of his own. 


“That won't happen. I've got enough people in my pocket. 
That was the whole point of me being here." 


My fingers slipped beneath the straps of his shoulder holster. 
"Are you done with work now? | think you need to relax." 


"I think | would be more relaxed if you hadn't told my boss 
off. A russian women would never do such a thing." 


"I'm not Russian." 


His eyes lifted, and his mouth hardened into a thin line. "| 
am very aware." 


| let out a sigh, holding my arms out to him, wrists touching. 
| tilted my head, hoping this time he wasn't going to shy 
away from playing with me. "You'd better take me in then, 
Detective. I've been a bad girl, not obeying my boyfriend's 
every word." 


Ivan's brow notched up, and before | knew what was 
happening, he’d reached into the desk drawer and snapped 
a pair of cuffs firmly onto my wrists. 


"I think you're right. You are a very bad American girl, with 
no respect." 


"Why do you keep those here?" 


"It's an old pair. I’m always prepared." 


My jaw hinged open in surprise at the feel of the cold metal 
closing around my warm flesh, and despite myself | felt my 
body tingle with anticipation. Ivan tugged on the cuffs, 
pulling me in to him, and | stepped forward, unable to stop 
myself. 


"You're under arrest, Becca. You need to understand the 
consequences of your actions." 


| drew in a sharp breath at the rumble in his voice. My 
nipples tensed at the feel of his breath against my skin, 
raising goosebumps to the surface. 


"What's my sentence, Detective?" 


"To be determined. Come." He gave another tug on the cuffs, 
his hand firm around them as he shoved me in front of him. 


| glanced over my shoulder and he pushed me towards the 
door, his hand slapping hard against my ass, and squeezing 
hard instead of pulling off. | let out a giggled shriek, and 
Ivan's other hand clamped over my mouth holding me 
steady. 


The solidity of his frame wrapped around me made my body 
still on instinct. This could have been threatening. If it had 
been anyone else, I'd have been fighting them off, but with 
Ivan, all | felt was a deep sense of calm. 


“Hush. No noise," he whispered, dipping his head down to 
speak against my ear. His voice was so rough and smooth 
and perfect that it felt like a physical stroke, and | shivered 
at the effect. | was so turned on by the feel of his lips against 
the shell of my ear, and the sound of his hot breath gusting 
against my skin | could have come from his voice alone. 


Ivan practically devoured my throat, his lips burning kisses 
over my skin and his teeth barely shrouded as he sucked at 
my flesh. | dissolved into a whimpering mess at the thought 
of him marking me so visibly. Nothing but animal sounds 
made their way out of my throat, muffled firmly against the 
palm of his hand as his tongue did something magical 
against my pulse point and | went weak in the knees. 


When he pulled back, my whole body throbbed for more. 
"| said quiet, no? You need to try harder." 


| could feel his erection, throbbing and steely, pressed into 
my back and there were far too many layers between us 
when all | wanted was bare skin. But he wasn't going to 
move a muscle until he knew | was going to keep my mouth 
shut. 


| nodded and his hand drew away slowly. 
Ivan's eyes glinted. "We go to your bedroom. Eyes front." 


He'd never bossed me around like this. | was surprised to 
find how much | liked it. 


| swallowed, forcing myself to concentrate on walking there 
without looking back at him. Even when his hand landed 
another stinging swat against my ass, | didn't turn my head. 
| never thought I'd want to play obedient, but Ivan made it 
easy. | knew | could call a halt to this at any moment. This it 
was just a game and | wasn't losing anything when every 
teasing touch made my arousal for him grow stronger. 


As soon as the door was closed, he stripped off my top, 
lifting it and my bra up over my head hooking it behind my 


neck so he didn't have to take the cuffs off. His hands went 
to the waistband of my jeans and unzipped my fly, pushing 
them down along with my panties. He crouched down, 
undoing my shoes and peeling off my socks. When he got 
back to his feet, | was bared to him. 


| felt myself shudder with need as his eyes roved over me, 
taking every inch of me in. No one except Ivan had ever 
looked at me so intently, and | knew he saw every feature 
and every flaw. But the look in his eyes showed only 
adoration and lust. 


"What are you going to do to me, Detective?" 


His hand settled square in the center of my chest and he 
walked me backwards until the edge of the bed hit the back 
of my knees and | stumbled slightly. But it didn't matter. 
Ivan had me and | knew he wouldn't let me get hurt. 


He pushed me down against the mattress, and | flopped 
back, lying there as | watched him strip his shirt off, and 
undo his belt. My eyes fell to the bulge at his crotch, 
watching him unbutton his fly and shuck his pants to the 
floor along with his boxers. 


The size of him still stunned me. Fully hard he was almost as 
thick as my wrist and getting on longer than my forearm, 
and | couldn't believe he fit so well inside me. 


He crawled towards me over the mattress, his powerful 
thighs pushing mine apart and the hot tip of his cock traced 
a wet pattern against my belly. lvan reached down between 
us, ducking his head between my cuffed hands as he hooked 
me under the knees with his elbow, pulling my legs wide 
and high. 


| thought he was going to split me open when he shoved 
inside me. The angle drove his cock impossibly deep, 
making me gasp and shudder with every move he made. 
Pinned to the bed and cuffed, all | could do was let him have 
his way, and give in to the man who was so determined to 
make me see stars. 


CHAPTER 28 


Becca 


Mrs. Kovalenko was awake and rattling around the kitchen 
before | even opened my eyes. When I came to, the smell of 
eggs cooking and coffee brewing wafted through to me. The 
bed creaked as Ivan got up, and | let out a vague noise of 
complaint. 


Lolling one arm across the warm space he'd vacated, | 
watched in bemusement as he got onto the floor beside the 
bed and started doing push ups. Had he done this every 
morning, and I'd just been too zonked out to notice? | 
wouldn't have been surprised. 


Watching him, | winced on behalf of his healing wound. A 
morning run was one thing, but boot camp was a whole 
other story. 


"Careful with your shoulder,” | croaked, coaxing my morning 
voice into use. 


Ivan glanced up at me, and with nothing more than a slight 
raise of his eyebrows, he dutifully tucked his arm behind his 
back, and carried on one-handed without pause. The lack of 
extra effort it seemed to cause him made my clit tingle. 


Squinting blearily, | sat up, wriggling myself up against the 
pillows to get a better view. Maybe this wasn't such an awful 
way to wake up after all. Just as long as | only had to watch. 


Ivan turned the last press up into an extended plank, then 
rolled onto his back for a series of stomach crunches. 


"You do this every morning?" 
“Have to stay in shape." 


"Thought that's what the bench press was for." My words 
stretched out on a cat like yawn, and Ivan scoffed at me. 


"jt is." 
"You know what else keeps you in shape..?" | grinned at him. 


"Don't tempt me. Mama's going to expect us at the breakfast 
table any minute." 


| let out a grumble and reached over to my bedside table, 
taking my phone off the charger. | cancelled the alarm that 
hadn't even gone off yet, and pushed the covers back 
rubbing at my eyes as | peeled myself out of bed. 


| realized | was going to have to kiss goodbye my usual 
morning routine of staying in bed as long as possible, 
heading out for a run, rushing a shower and then grabbing a 
coffee and something to eat on the way to wherever | was 
going with Ivan around. It seemed like Mrs. Kovalenko wasn't 
the only one who was an early riser. 


With a longing look towards my bed, and Ivan's temptingly 
sweaty body on the floor beside it, | picked up my toiletry 
bag and towel instead. 


"I guess you won't be joining me in the shower then." 


Ivan bolted upright. 


"You guessed wrong." 


| tried not to grin too triumphantly at the intense focus that 
suddenly came into his eyes. 


"Maybe you should bring these." | felt my eyes glint as | 
looked up at him, slightly coy as | touched the pair of steel 
handcuffs we'd made use of the night before. | bit my lip at 
the feel of the cool, hard metal, imagining them tight around 
my wrists again. 


I'd liked them more than | would have admitted to anyone 
but him. 


Ivan 


Becca was insatiable. | was beginning to wonder whether | 
was going to be able to keep up with her appetite for me. 
But then I saw the way she was looking at be from the 
doorway to the bathroom, the animal side of me took over. 


There were no doubts. I'd never have enough of her body. 
Inside her was the only place | was meant to be, and just the 
thought of it had me thick and hard, ready to pound into her 
without mercy. 


| crossed the room in an instant, snatching up the cuffs on 
the way. Peeling Becca's t-shirt up over her head, my lips 
found her neck as | walked her back towards the shower 
cubicle and | let my teeth drag over the thin skin, pressing 
my tongue in hard against the underside of her jaw, and her 
head tilted back, baring herself to me even more. 


| loved the way she shuddered underneath me, as though 
every touch | gave threatened to overload her senses 
completely. 


One thing | knew for certain; | was going to give her some of 
the money I never spent on myself to buy some sexy night 
clothes, because the array of cartoon characters on her 
current sleepwear was testing the strength of my attraction. 
| didn't need the reminder about our difference in age. 


My hands slid down her sides, bumping over her ribcage and 
pushing her tiny shorts down her hips. They puddled on the 
floor, leaving her totally naked against me. Her hands 
slipped under my waistband, sliding my underwear down 
and my cock sprang up, slapping against the flat of my 
stomach as she released it from the confines of my boxers. 


Becca let out a little gasp, her hand automatically closing 
around the shaft of my cock. | knew how wet she was. | could 
practically smell the sweetness emanating from her. 


"Uh-unh." | shook my head. "Bad girls don't get to touch." 


With one hand | snapped the cuffs around her delicate wrist, 
keeping the other half in my firm grip as | walked her back 
into the shower cubicle. 


Becca's eyes never left mine as | pressed her back against 
the cold tiles, uncharacteristically quiet as | started up the 
water, angling the spray towards us. Without a word, | 
looped the other side of the cuffs behind the wall bar the 
slider for the showerhead was attached to as the water 
rained down. 


| turned her around, my hands hard on her hips and Becca 
looked over her shoulder at me, an unmistakably filthy smile 


on her lips. Dripping wet, she was the most gorgeous woman 
I'd ever seen. "Oh God, yes. You're such a sexy, bad cop." 


My foot shoved in between hers, nudging her legs apart with 
my knee as | leaned over her, pressing my chest against her 
smooth back. Erection against her hip, and my thigh rubbing 
against her sex, | kneaded her breasts, flicking my thumbs 
over the hard little nubs of her nipples until she cried out. 
"Shut up and spread 'em," | whispered, and she shuddered 
against me, breathing ragged as she obediently widened her 
stance. 


| drew my knee back and Becca sagged a little until | 
pressed in against her again. My cock nestled perfectly in 
the valley between her ass cheeks and to my surprise, she 
ground back into me. My fingers dug hard into her hip, 
stilling the motion and she whimpered as | denied her what 
she wanted. 


With a palm full of showergel, my hands smoothed over her 
slippery skin, dipping in between her cheeks until she was 
pressing back against me all over again. With her hands 
held firm in front of her by the cuffs, that was all that she 
could do. She was powerless against me, and she'd put 
herself at my mercy. 


"You like this, my bad girl?" 


| worked my fingers against her back passage, teasing at the 
clustered nerves, but not pushing in. 


"Yes. Oh my God, Ivan do it. Take all of me." 


Fuck | wanted every part of her, and she wanted me to have 
it all. 


She let out a groan, and her eyes fluttered closed as | 
breached her ass with a thick finger, but she didn't tell me 
to stop. 


The strength of her heartbeat rocking through her was 
intense and | could feel the pounding against my knuckle so 
clearly it could have been my own. | wanted that around my 
cock. Wanted her impaled on me, and writhing. 


"Oh yeah, Becca. Let me in." 


| let out a low growl, plunging a second finger into her and 
pushing in just as deep. She smiled again as | curled my 
fingers up inside her, aiming for her G-spot through the thin 
wall of muscle, then her whole body stilled. She let out a 
white-hot gasp, her palms flared out and braced flat against 
the tiles. 


| guess | found it. 


"Oh God." Her voice streaked heat right through me, 
blistering sparks along my insides with the roll of pleasure in 
it. 


Almost blindly, | reached for the soap, lathering my hard, 
leaking dick until the red head was hidden beneath a layer 
of suds. | had to grit my teeth not to press too 
enthusiastically into the tunnel of my hand. All | wanted was 
the tightness of her walls, but I'd end in a sticky, slippery 
mess, splattering myself all over her perfect ass unless | was 
careful. 


She whimpered when | drew my fingers out, holding her 
firmly by the hip as I lined my spongy head against her 
entrance. Again she pushed back against me, writhing to 
get me lined up and the chain of the cuffs chinked against 


the shower bar, taking the strain of her weight as she leaned 
down to take me. 


One hand settled instinctively on the small of her back, the 
other gripping her hip as | ploughed into her. 


| felt her knees buckle, and she let out a shout filled with 
pleasure and pain. 


"Oh God. Oh God. Don't stop." 


| reached around her to hold her up, my hand cupping over 
the mound of her sex, my thumb rubbing against her 
engorged clit in time with every thrust into her tight body. 


Her walls constricted around me with a fluttering shudder 
and | groaned, my vision dipping into a hazy black before 
the colors returned to the room. Breathing heavily, | started 
to move my hips, relishing the wet slap of my hips against 
her ass and the swing of my aching balls. All | wanted was to 
empty them into her and | didn't care how she took it. She'd 
be the end of me, and I'd be glad of it. 


She let out another groan, driving her hips back against me, 
desperate to get as much of my length inside her ass as she 
could take. Her whole body trembled, but | had no doubt it 
was from pleasure rather than pain. Her hands were still 
braced on the tiles, and she looked back over her shoulder, 
her mouth begging for a kiss. 


“Fuck me hard, Ivan." 
The spray of the water fell down her face, trickling into her 


mouth, and the water tasted sweet when | plunged my 
tongue into her mouth as | thrust in harder, fucking her with 


my tongue as my throbbing erection ploughed in deep with 
every hard snap of my hips. 


"Becca. l'm so close." 


The sounds she let out almost weren't human, but it was the 
hottest thing I’d ever heard. Watching her come apart was 
the only thing I'd ever need to drive me over the edge. My 
balls drew up, hardening in anticipation and | felt the 
muscled ring inside her tense and flutter as I thrust in deep. 
Another few strokes, and | was there, exploding my seed into 
her in long ropes that rushed out of me like | was never 
going to stop. The release after the tension was impossibly 
good, and my dick stayed stubbornly hard inside her, slow to 
soften. 


Becca clenched and | let out a hiss through my teeth as my 
over-sensitized cock jumped, and her eyes danced with a 
smile. 


"| like showers with you," she purred, straightening up to 
lean back against me, still panting hard. | kissed her neck, 
drawing her properly under the spray as | let my hands rove 
over her breasts, relishing the feel of her slick skin, even as | 
felt my dick slip out of her. 


She let out a low, blissful moan. "I can feel your come inside 
me." 


That alone was almost enough to get me hard again. "Good. 
That's where it belongs." 


She turned in my arms as soon as | uncuffed her, looking up 
at me with the warmest smile I'd ever seen. Still out of 
breath, she curled in against my chest, letting out a mewling 
sigh at the fall of the warm water, as she draped her arms 


around my neck, hugging me close. | reached for the 
showerhead again, taking it off the hook as | smoothed suds 
along her back, washing her carefully. 


"You go out first. I'll wait a while, preserve your dignity on 
the off chance Mama didn't hear you shouting down the 
roof." 


"I wasn't that loud." 


"Becca, you scream like a banshee. It's beautiful." 


CHAPTER 29 


Becca 


In the kitchen Mrs. Kovalenko had set out a huge spread. My 
eyes widened at the sight of the table. It was absolutely 
covered in food. Besides the huge plate of eggs and 
sausage, there were fat little dumplings next to pots of sour 
cream and jelly, a large bowl of what looked like semolina, a 
basket of black rye bread, slices of cheese and more of the 
sliced sausage, glasses of what looked like berry juice as 
well as a proper pot of tea with a saucer of lemon slices and 
a matching sugar bowl, and a tall coffee pot with matching 
milk jug. 


“Good morning! | hope you sleep well, Becya." Her eyes 
sparkled and | felt my cheeks heat up, hoping the walls 
weren't as thin as | suspected they might be. 


"Oh, yes, thank you. | was out like a light." | cleared my 
throat, hoping my blush would follow suit, but it dug in 
stronger at my white lie. | had dropped off very easily. Once 
Ivan had worn me out. "The bed is so comfy." 


| looked at the table again, in awe, with an awkward pause 
because of the way she was standing there beaming at me. 
"Wow. This is so much food! You didn't have to do all this. 
How long have you been awake?" 


Mrs Kovalenko, shrugged. "I no sleep well. | like to cook. 
Vanya like to eat. Is good. Sit, sit." 


| pulled up a chair as instructed and she sat down with a 
pleased smile on her face as | folded the napkin she handed 
me onto my lap and started to put a little of everything onto 
my plate. She sat back, cradling her mug of tea and self- 
consciousness crept over me mid way through a bite of 
eggs. | was starting to get the feeling she knew what was 
going on between me and her son. 


"Aren't you eating too?" 


Her nose wrinkled and she shook her head, waving away my 
question like a vaguely annoying fly. "I not hungry yet. Is too 
early." 


Any other day | would have agreed with her, but that didn't 
seem like the right thing to do. Plus, lvan had given mea 
pretty decent appetite last night and this morning. All things 
considered, | could definitely eat. 


I'd just started my first mouthful, when Mrs. K slid another 
stack of prescriptions onto the table next to me. 


“Call me Mama. You will pick these up for me, Becya, yes?" 
| tried not to let the shock show on my face. 


"Mrs K. - Mama - did you take all the ones | gave you last 
week?" 


There had been enough painkillers in the bag I'd brought 
her to kill a horse. I'd assumed it was at least a couple of 
weeks' supply. She didn't look like she was addicted, but 
what did | Know? Maybe she was. 


Mrs. K blinked at me. "This is for friend. Look, see. Name is 
here. We play bingo." 


"Oh, right." | frowned at myself. Of course it was. 


"I say you work at Medical Center, she ask if you do favor 
and pick them up." 


"Of course. No problem!" Already | felt bad questioning 
Mama about her pills. She was a stand-up lady, and she'd 
been nothing but kind to me. There was no reason for me to 
start getting suspicious, especially when the whole point of 
me being here was to look out for her and pick up chores 
that were too taxing. 


"Good girl, Becya." She beamed at me, patting my wrist. 


| folded the prescriptions into my bag just as Ivan stepped 
into the kitchen, towelling his short hair roughly. | bit my lip, 
leaning back in my chair. 


The sight of his bare chest was never going to get old. | 
could spend all day counting the ripples of his muscles and 
learning every undulation of his chest and arms. It didn't 
matter that I'd just had him, | wanted him all over again. 


He ducked down to kiss me full on the lips, rendering the 
question about when he wanted to tell his mother about us 
totally pointless. It was a struggle to stop myself from 
letting out a moan. It was a good thing Mrs. K lived here, 
because if we were all on our own, we'd never leave the 
bedroom, and I'd get kicked off the placement at the 
Medical Centre and Ivan would lose his job and the 
Ukranian's would take over Brighton Beach entirely. 


Mrs. K cleared her throat. "Ivan breakfast go cold." 


| pulled back a little guiltily, but | needn't have worried. Her 
smile was as wide as ever, and she had a look of deep 
affection in her eyes. "Good girl, Becya. You and my Vanya. 
Is very good thing." 


| tried to keep my cool, to sit there munching my way 
through what now seemed like an enormous mountain of 
food without over-analyzing what he was going to think 
about the size of my plate. 


| needn't have worried. Ivan heaped two of everything onto 
his plate. 


For a minute he cast a critical gaze over the table, as though 
he was assessing whether he'd taken full advantage of the 
spread, calculating to make sure he had everything he'd 
intended to sample stacked onto his plate. His eyes turned 
to me again, and that same self-conscious heat blossomed 
through me under the intensity of his gaze. 


"You like the syrniki - the dumplings?" 


| nodded and his smile twitched with a low grunt that 
sounded like approval and his arm came out towards me. | 
watched him pick up a tiny spoon and scoop up some of the 
jelly. He picked up one of the syrinki and dolloped it onto it, 
then he did the same with a spoon of sour cream and held it 
out to me. "It's better like this." 


My eyes locked with his and instead of taking the dumpling 
from him, | found myself leaning in, mouth opening to take a 
bite. His mouth opened too, just enough for me to see a hint 
of his tongue and a jolt went through me at the thought of 
him plunging it into my mouth. | took a bite, my eyes locked 
with his. 


The dumpling was almost like a pancake, but the texture 
and the taste was different. Still warm, it was perfect. The 
best thing I'd ever tasted. But all | wanted was to taste his 
mouth. My tongue curled out to catch the drip of sour cream 
on my lips and | smiled around the mouthful. His thumb 
brushed away a smear of jelly from the corner of my lips and 
| nearly stopped breathing at the sensation of his skin 
against mine. Every single part of me tensed with 
anticipation. 


The way he was looking at me was enough to drive me 
insane with lust. How was I ever going to be normal around 
him again now that | knew exactly what he did to me? | 
couldn't get his naked body out of my head. 


"Your mom is an excellent cook." 


Ivan glanced across at his mother, as though he'd forgotten 

she was sitting there, and | cursed myself for reminding him. 
He pulled back, clearing his throat and adjusting the napkin 
on his lap. 


He bit into the remainder of the dumpling, eyes down on the 
rest of his food. Without another word he reached for 
another dumpling, and returned his focus to his plate, 
picking up his fork again after he'd licked his thumb clean. 


“Mama, why don't you take Becca to the market today? I've 
got to pick up a colleague from the airport." 


| felt the urge to pout at not getting to spend one of my days 
off with him, but I held it in. I'd known that was going to be 
the case. Spending time with Mrs. K was nearly as good. At 
least it meant | felt like | was properly part of the family. 


"That's a great idea. I'd love to go with you." 


Mrs. K's lips pressed together tightly and after a long stare 
at herson, her eyes diverted firmly to the table top where 
she was counting her change into a coin purse. 


"I very busy. | have to run my errands. Is boring for Becya." 


Suddenly | wasn't so sure about her welcoming me into the 
family with open arms, despite that pet name she kept 
using. Did she even like me at all? 


"Mama. I'm asking you to take Becca with you to the store. It 
would be nice for you to spend some time together." 


Her smile tensed and there was a brittle coolness to it that 
hadn't been there a moment before. Suddenly | wasn't all 
that confident about her welcome into the family fold. 


"Ivan, it's fine. I'll go for a run, or" 
"No. Becca, you go with her. That's final Mama." 


She let out a short petulant breath, but when she looked up 
again, the warmth was back in her eyes. "So bossy Vanya." 
She rolled her eyes at me, and the passing worry I'd had 
vanished. "Listen how you speak to Mama. Fine, we go 
together. You go work. We go have fun." 


CHAPTER 30 


Ivan 
"Maxim Toropov. Call me Max." 


| eyed the suave man who'd just come through the arrivals 
gate, deciding whether or not to shake the hand he 
extended. My nose wrinkled as | tried to make him out. His 
suit was well cut but not obviously designer. His appearance 
was flawless, but nothing to be remarked upon. He looked 
ordinary. Contrary to most Russians around here and back in 
Moscow who had the amount of money at their disposal that 
| knew his line of work afforded, Max seemed to be adept at 
blending in. 


For a Russian, that was unusual. 


For someone with his stature and athletic build, it was even 
more impressive. 


His left hand cupped over both of ours as they clasped 
together. "Heard so much about the work you're doing out 
here, mate. Making a bloody good job of it, by all accounts." 


The flawless English accent surprised me, as did his easy- 
going manner. | wasn't taken in by it. By reputation alone, 
this man was as serious as they came. 


Some of the affability dropped once we were inside my car. 
His voice dropped to a deeper tone and the flash of a smile 
that crept onto his face vanished. 


He clicked his seatbelt in, scanning the traffic as intently as 
if he was the one driving as | pulled away, heading for the 
main road out of JFK. 


"| hear you're having problems with the Ukranians." 


I'd looked into the eyes of men like him before, all of them 
numbed over to some degree. His were the same. | 
understood why. Taking life did that. 


Some days | saw it in the mirror too. But death was Maxim's 
lifeblood. | only crossed paths with it occasionally. 


My smile froze in place. Was this guy sent to report back on 
me? Or worse, to abdicate me from my role. "Not problems. 
No." 


| didn't take my eyes off the road, but | felt him staring at 
the side of my head. "That's not what Valentin said. Don't 
worry, I'm only here to pick up payment en-route to London 
to avoid the paper trail. They have another level of problems 
for me to handle over there. But | thought, you know, 
professional courtesy and all that, while I'm here | could lend 
a hand. Brother to brother." 


“Everything's under control." 


"Is that right? Good. Glad to hear it. Last thing anybody 
wants is a tested operation hemorrhaging funds for 
absolutely no good reason at all." 


The words he hadn't spoken were coming through loud and 
clear. Unless | sorted out Grigori Menshikov as soon as 
possible, someone was going to come and sort him out for 
me. 


| darted a glare across at him, turning the wheel sharply to 
jolt us out sharply into the stream of traffic. Max laughed, 
but he had a hold on the handle above the passenger door, 
and his feet were braced flat against the floorboard. | knew 
the look of tension inhabiting the muscles of a man always 
ready to jump into action. 


"Your driving would be more impressive with a V8 engine 
connected to the wheels." 


My jaw clenched. "Cop salary. What are you gonna do?" 
"I sympathize. Deeply." 
"It's fine by me. | got nothing to overcompensate for." 


Maxim chuckled, and | got the impression he was enjoying 
himself. "Nothing that Glock doesn't make up for anyway." 


| bristled. 

"Oh here we go. Don't get your knickers in a twist. You 
Americans can't handle a bit of banter. It's called a joke, 
back in Blighty. Lighten up a bit. It's all so serious, this 
business." 

"I'm not American." 

"Right. Of course not. Silly me." 

“I'm Russian." 


"Me too mate, me too. More power to us." 


| snarled at his mockery. He was younger than me, trumped 
up in a designer suit, talking like he was part of the 


goddamn Royal Family. | doubted he knew Russia the way | 
did. How could he when his connection was clearly so thin. 
We had words for men like him in Russia. 


"Suka, blyat." 
"Oh that's not very nice is it, krisha." 


| side-eyed him. Corrupt cop, in the pockets of people like 
him. Only in Russia would we have a word for that. It almost 
surprised me that he knew it. The precision of his Russian 
accent had me wondering which side of him was for show. 


| screeched the car to a halt on the side of the road and 
leaned past him to yank open the passenger door. 


"Get the fuck out of my car." 


Max laughed. "Oh for God's sake. We're on the same side. 
The sooner you give me what I've come for, the sooner | get 
out of your receding hairline and you can get back to that 
delicious creature of yours." 


"Don't talk about Becca. Don't even think about her." 


“Becca, is it? Valentin was impressed anyway. Punching 
above your weight, apparently. I'm looking forward to 
meeting her." 


| let out a feral growl. "Not going to happen." Like hell was 
this trumped up Brit storming his way into my city and 
making a move on my woman. | was used to people flinching 
back from me, mostly due to my size, but Max let out a slow 
exhale and waved his hand dismissively. 


"She doesn't interest me. You can have her. | bet she'll make 
you the perfect little wife. You deserve a warm, nubile body 
like hers after all you've done. You can fulfil the dream and 
create half a dozen little-lvan's and pretend you're back in 
Moscow with her for all | care. All that is not my cup of tea in 
the slightest." 


| unholstered my gun, whipping around to settle the barrel 
right at the nape of his neck. "Get the fuck out of my car. 
And get my future wife out of your head before | take it off 
for you." 


Maxim let out a weary sigh and unclipped his seatbelt. "So 
dramatic. | thought you were more level headed than this." 


"Get out." 


His hands raised to eye level, palms wide and his eyes were 
coolly unamused. 


"Don't make the mistake of thinking | couldn't turn this 
around and splatter your brains all over your frayed 
upholstery before you even try to pull the trigger, Ivan. Wet 
work is my trade. And I'm bloody good at my job. Wouldn't it 
be better for both of us if we helped each other out?" 


My hand tensed on the handle of my gun, and | eyeballed 
him for a long moment. | Knew he was speaking the truth. If | 
pulled the trigger - even assuming his words were a bluff - 
I'd be signing my death sentence one way or another. Maxim 
was a valuable asset and the Bratva wouldn't let his demise 
go unaccounted for. 


This was no time for a pissing contest, no matter how much | 
knew I'd come out on top. 


"Fine." 


"Right then, mate. | think you'd better get me up to speed." 


Becca 
"| have new phone Becya. Look. You like?" 


Across the table from me at a little Russian bakery on 
Brighton Beach Avenue, Mrs. K pulled out a very expensive- 
looking Samsung, in a garish pink rhinestone case and set it 
down on the table, next to her large slice of immaculately 
layered cream cake. 


| smiled at her across the table, trying not to giggle. "It's 
great Mrs. K. Mama." 


She had her own money, and if she wanted a phone to 
match with her outfit, then good for her. Somehow it looked 
exactly right with her pink and leopard print t-shirt. Her 
lipstick matched the shade of the phone exactly. | loved that 
she was so confident in everything she did. 


She didn't look like a woman who was as close to dying as 
all those pills I'd collected for her suggested. 


She frowned down at the screen of the phone, and jabbed at 
it with a blunt finger. "Is look good, but not work so good. Is 
not in Russian." 


"Oh?" Ivan's warning that she didn't know how to work the 
router at home rang in my ears and | privately wondered 
whether she even had the phone switched on. 


"Do you have Ivan's number in it?" 


Mrs. K looked at me, eyes widening as though I'd just asked 
something incredibly strange. "Vanya's number is here. | not 
forget it." She tapped the side of her head. 


"Of course, you know it by heart, but | could program it in for 
you so you don't have to dial it out every time. | can put 
mine in there too, then you can get a hold of both of us, 
anytime you need to." 


She shrugged, picking up her fork to break off a corner of 
the perfectly cut square of cake. "As you wish." 


It was no big deal to her. She was doing me a favor by 
letting me. Or that's the way she saw it, | could tell. But it 
was all the opening | needed. | only wanted to help her out. 


"Ok, I'll put them in." 


Unlocking the phone, | was a little surprised to see so many 
numbers already listed. But who was | to say that Mrs. K 
couldn't have gotten someone to transfer the numbers from 
her old phone. Someone at the phone shop probably saw a 
big fat tip walking in the door when they saw her coming 
and did it for her. 


Except, like she said, the phone wasn't in cyrillic which is 
why she had a problem with it, and all these names were in 
the Roman alphabet. 


"Where did you get the phone from, Mama?" 


Her shoulders stiffened, and that little niggle of concern in 
my chest started growing larger. 


"What you mean? I go to store, | get phone." 

"Mama, | think this used to be someone else's phone." 

She looked at me, and something in her expression 
hardened. The same coldness that had flitted across her face 
at the breakfast table came onto it now and she snatched 
the phone back out of my hand. 

"Is mine. You no look any more. | not need your help." 
"Mama." 

“Enough. We go now." 

“But you haven't finished your cake." | felt horrible. I'd 
obviously embarrassed her. She shoved the phone back into 
her handbag, deep irritation etched into her features. 


"I not need cake." 


Single-handedly I'd managed to ruin the morning. "I'm 
sorry." 


But Mama was already gathering her shopping bags, clearly 
set on storming out. All | could do was grab up my things 
and follow her, but she wheeled around on me before | 
could. 


"No. You stay. | need do errands." 
"Mama..." 
She let out a breath, softening slightly, and | was left 


wondering whether she even liked me at all, or was she only 
humoring me because she could see Ivan did. 


"Stay here. | come back." 


| swallowed hard, glad that most of the people here were 
Russian speakers and that gave me half a chance that they 
hadn't all been listening in on our argument. She hadn't 
even waited for me to reply before she bustled towards the 
door, like the fierce grandmother she was going to be one 
day, if | had my way. 


| hoped for the sake of the guy who'd sold her the phone 
that | was wrong, because if she was going to see him with 
that mood thunder-clouding around her, he was in serious 
trouble. 


CHAPTER 31 


Becca 


"There is mail for you." Mrs. K barely nodded towards the box 
sitting by the apartment door, barely looking at me as she 
unlocked it and let us in. | was carrying the grocery bags, 
but even that didn't seem to be enough penance for 
questioning the origins of her phone. 


Through to the kitchen, | started to help Mrs. K unpack the 
shopping, setting out the groceries on the table so she could 
tell me where they went. 


| was just starting on the second, smaller bag when she 
grabbed my wrist. "Stop." 


"What?" 
"| unpack. | not need your help." 


"Oh. Ok. Sure." | set the bag down on the table again, taking 
a deep breath as | went back to the front door to get the box. 
It was an effort not to feel totally dismissed. What the hell 
was going on? One minute she was perfectly lovely to me 
and the next she was dishing out back-off vibes like | was 
trying to overstep. It wasn't as though | thought she was 
incapable. | was just trying to be nice. Apparently, I'd failed 
spectacularly. 


Well | wasn't going to hang around where | wasn't wanted. | 
went to get the box in from the hall. The whole morning had 
been weird and the sooner | got out of her hair the better. 


She couldn't wait for me to leave, and after the incident in 
the bakery, | was glad to go. 


| hadn't ordered anything, but the name on the label was 
definitely mine. | took it through to the bedroom with me, 
tossing it down on the bed and sat down to unlace my 
sneakers. 


The mess of the morning had me longing for a shower, and | 
stripped and dived beneath the spray. Being on my feet all 
week, standing most of the time, was new to me. I'd get 
used to it, but for now, it was a matter of working out the 
kinks in my spine by stretching down and letting my arms 
hang, knuckles grazing the floor. 


It felt so good. Almost as good as Ivan's hands on me. But 
that, | was sure, was going to come later. 


Wrapped in a towel, | ripped open the box, even more 
confused as the outside packaging gave way to gift wrap. 
Undoing the careful wrapping, | pulled out a silky soft shift 
and matching kimono. Buttery soft silk in a deep purple 
edged with black lace slid through my hands. 


They were both beautiful. 


Before | even read the note, | knew exactly where these had 
come from. 


No more cartoon characters. 
My lips hitched up into a smile. These were certainly the 


most adult night clothes I'd ever owned, and | loved that 
Ivan had bought them for me. 


Letting my towel fall onto the bed, I pulled the slip over my 
head, letting my eyes flutter closed at the cool smoothness 
of the silk. lvan had gotten my size exactly right. The slip fit 
perfectly, stretching slightly over the fullness of my breasts 
and around the swell of my ass, but still following the 
contours of my waist. 


| smoothed my hands over my sides, enjoying the way my 
hands glided over the material so smoothly. 


| lay back, stretching out, enjoying feeling so incredibly 
decadent. | could have been a film star, and | loved wearing 
something so glamorous. Reaching for my cell, | scrolled 
through to Ivan's number and hit call as | leaned back 
against the pillows. 

"Hey." 

"What?" Ivan nearly bit my head off in response. 

"Uh oh. Did you find the guy at the airport?" 

"Oh, | found him." 

The didn't sound like a good thing. 

"Well, good. Anyway, | got your present." 

"And?" 

"I'm wearing the slip right now." 

| heard Ivan's breathing hitch over the line and he 


swallowed audibly. His voice had a much softer edge to it 
when he spoke again. "Do you like it?" 


"It's beautiful. | can't wait to show it to you. It's so silky. It 
feels so smooth. Maybe you should ditch your guest and 
come here." 


He let out another audible breath. "Nothing I'd like better. 
But | have said guest staying on my couch." 


| grimaced. That wasn't what I'd been hoping for. "Is he with 
you right now?" 


"Unfortunately." 

| laughed softly at his grumpiness. "Poor baby. | guess you'll 
have to wait to see what good taste you have. The purple's 
so beautiful against my skin." 


"Never knew you were such a tease, Becca." 


| grinned, pleased with myself at getting him at least a little 
wound up, just over the phone. 


"I never knew how easy it was." 

He grunted. "I thought it would look good on you.” | could 
hear him walking around and the noise of him opening the 
fridge. "You should come over. Bring the dressing gown too." 


"The kimono?" 


"Yeah. Tonight | want to unwrap you slowly." 


Becca 


Ivan answered the door with a scowl on his face and a beer 
in his hand. He didn't look exactly happy to see me, despite 
asking me to come. 


He nodded behind him, into the living room with a dark 
glance over his shoulder. | got the distinct impression he'd 
have rather put the guy on the next plane out of here than 
bring him back to his apartment. But it was done now. 


| peered inside, wondering who this guy was to rub Ivan so 
badly the wrong way. | was intrigued. 


In the living room, sitting in the center of the couch, was a 
man who was possibly taller than Ivan in a suit that was 
definitely more expensive than any of his. His muscles were 
more understated, but | could tell he was strong just from 
the size of his hands. His long legs were spread wide, one 
ankle up on the opposite knee. One long arm stretched 
along the back of the couch where not so long ago I|’d dug 
out the bullet from Ivan's shoulder, and there was a beer in 
his other hand. | could see exactly why Ivan was seething. 
The pair of them both thought they were top dog. 


His smile turned on when I came into the room and he stood 
up, holding his hand out to shake. 


"Max Toropov. Pleased to meet you Becca. Ivan's been telling 
me how special you are." 


| felt my cheeks flush and | darted my gaze to Ivan, only to 
see his jaw clench hard enough that | worried for his teeth. | 
liked to think he talked about me, but given our 
conversation the night before, | doubted he'd talked to Max. 
The suave Englishman didn't seem like the kind of guy Ivan 
would be bosom buddies with, even if he hadn't been 
emanating hate towards him. 


| couldn't help the awkward laugh as he drew me in close for 
a series of cheek kisses that caught me totally off guard. 
"Might as well be European while | still can." 


| must have looked confused. Max pointed to his cheeks and 
| figured he meant the kissing. 


"Oh, right." 


"Us Russians prefer a good old bear hug, isn't that right 
Ivan?" 


"Nice to meet you too. Max." 
"Touch her again and l'Il kill you." 


| cleared my throat, staring down at my shoes and trying not 
to let my smile curl too obviously onto my face, but it was a 
losing battle. 


"Ivan, be nice to your guest." He was acting like some kind 
of pitbull. Did he really think | had eyes for anyone but him? 


Predictably, Ivan ignored what | said, but he did pull me in 
against his hip and draped one meaty arm around my 
shoulders as he continued to glare daggers. 


Max rolled his eyes, taking a casual swig of his beer. 


"When you're done plotting the many ways to dismember 
me for daring to complement your... thoroughly ravishing 
other half, | thought we could all go out for the evening.” | 
tried not to laugh. Max was clearly trying to wind Ivan up, 
and he was too much on the defensive to see it. Despite 

myself | was starting to like the guy. "You know, really hit 


the town. It's not often | get to work with anyone from the 
organization directly. Make a chance to socialize with my 
people." 


"I'm not your people." 
"I think you'll find you are." 


| nudged the side of Ivan's foot with my shoe and 
surreptitiously dug my elbow into his ribs until he actually 
looked at me. 


"That would be nice. Wouldn't it? Going out for the evening. 
Get some dinner, maybe do a bit of dancing." 


Ivan grumbled under his breath. "Fine. We'll go out." 
| clapped my hands. 


"Tatiana's it is," Max chipped in, looking rather pleased with 
himself too. Then he frowned slightly, but his lips still held 
onto his smile. "I say, isn't that the place Menshikov hangs 
out? We might even bump into him. Wouldn't that be 
something." 


Ivan shook his head from side to side in a very abbreviated 
manner. "No wet work in my precinct. Nothing with Becca 
there." 


Max's eyes sparkled as he knocked back another swig of his 
beer. "I really have no idea what you're talking about, Ivan. 
Do you know what he's talking about, Becca? If you don't 
mind, I'm going to go and freshen up. The pair of you 
probably want to change." 


| looked down at myself suddenly conscious that | was very 

much not dressed to go out dancing. At least, not in an old- 
school place like Tatiana's where most of the women were in 
killer heels and their best dresses. 


| glanced at Ivan. "He's right. | can't go like this. I'll have to 
go back to Mama's." 


Ivan grumbled again. "Fine. I'm coming with you." 
"You're going to leave Max on his own?" 


"He's a grown man. He can handle it." 


CHAPTER 32 


Becca 
"Did you know your mom got a new cell phone?" 


Ivan squinted at me as | rifled through my wardrobe. | 
caught his eye in the door mirror. 


"She doesn't use her cell. What's she going to do with a new 
one?" 


| shrugged. "Beats me. It matches her lipstick though." 
"Heaven help us." 

| rolled my eyes. Maybe I should wait to mention my 
concerns until lvan was in a better mood, which | suspected 
would be when Max was back at the airport. 

| pulled a choice of dresses out of the wardrobe, and Ivan 
glanced them over from where he was sitting on the end of 
the bed. 


"Too short." 


| gave him a look, but hung the first option back up all the 
same. 


He plucked at the neckline of my favorite, in dark royal blue. 
"Too much cleavage.” 


“How do you know? | haven't even put it on yet." 


"I know. It goes all the way down, look." 

On an eyeroll, | hung that one back up too. 
"This one?" 

"Where's the rest of it?" 


| let out a huff. "Seriously, Ivan. Go into the kitchen, find one 
of your Mother's garbage bags. I'll put it over the top of my 
obscenely revealing clothing. Will that make you happy?" 


ul Yes." 


"Oh get over it. Just because you didn't notice me until now, 
doesn't mean you get to hide me away in babushka clothes." 


Ivan snarled. "I don't want to spend the evening watching 
every man's tongue on the floor from looking at you." 


| let my expression soften. It should have made me want to 
tell him off, but all | could see was how much he wanted me 
to be his, and how he must have thought every other man in 
the world had the same desire. | knew full well they didn't. 


"They're going to look. Because I'm going to be on the arm 
of the most attractive man in Brooklyn and they're going to 
wonder how the hell it's not illegal for us to be together 
because we look so damn fine." 


The tension eased out of Ivan's jaw, and his breathing came 
more easily. "You better not be talking about Maxim." 


| jutted my hip, elbow out. "You better not even ask that 
question." 


"Fine." 


"Good." | stepped away from my closet, slinking over to the 
bed and leaning down to kiss him. His hands settled on my 
hips like they were always meant to be there. "You're such a 
silly man. I'm not dressing up for anyone else but you. | want 
you to spend all evening thinking about what you want to 
do to me when we get home." 


His lips twitched into a smile for the first time all afternoon 
and his hands roved up along my thighs. "I can get on board 
with that." 


"I thought you might. So, which dress am I going to wear?" 


Ivan 


| had my suspicions on why Max chose Tatiana's. It was 
common knowledge that the Ukranian's favored it, and Max 
seemed to have all the local knowledge, even though he 
wasn't. 


It was one thing for me to stop in for an evening drink and 
some food, to make my presence felt. But it was another for 
me to show up with a man like Toropov the Torpedo, whose 
reputation preceded him. Silent but deadly. He had to know 
that. 


When I walked in with Becca on my arm, he already had a 
bottle of vodka on the table, and the girl, Katja all over him. 
They had their heads close together, and Max's hand traced 
over her thigh. 


It looked convincing, but | could see the intensity in his 
eyes, and he wasn't focused on her. The tension between 
them wasn't sexual, although | was sure she was doing her 
best. She'd swapped the red for black today and | still saw 
nothing but a whore. 


| rolled my eyes. 


The last thing | was expecting was for Becca to let outa 
shriek. 


"Oh my God, it's Katja!" She turned to me, beaming and | 
couldn't for the life of me figure out why. "We work together 
at the clinic!" 


My brows rose. | hadn't thought she would have had a job 
aside from whoring for the Ukranian's. They usually kept 
their girls under close control. 


Katja looked a little stunned as Becca hugged her, but her 
smile pulled in easily enough and soon the pair of them were 
chattering away, laughing. Irritation made my jaw tense. 


| wanted a night out with my girl, but Max was either 
working or trying to get his dick wet. Maybe both. And now 
Becca was flagging down the waitress to order cocktails. 


| slammed down into the chair next to Max, arms folded 
across my chest. 


"You'd wanna get inoculated before sticking your prick in 
her." 


Max reached for the bottle of vodka and poured me a glass, 
topping up his own. 


"She has a boyfriend, Ivan. Doesn't do that kind of work." 
"Bullshit." 
Max shrugged. "She's talkative though. Got lots to say." 


“Maybe you can go and listen to her, so | can spend my 
night off with Becca." 


"Grumpy aren't you. Have a drink. Try to relax. Fun, you 
remember that thing?" 


"| don't mix business and pleasure." 


“Neither do |. We're splitting it. I'll do the business, you do 
the pleasure. Teamwork, that is. Now bloody well start 
looking like you're enjoying yourself with your beautiful 
girlfriend before the security thug over there decides we're 
not welcome. Can you do that Ivan?" 


"Fuck you Toropov." 

Max stood, rounding the table to make a show of greeting 
Becca, and his arm wove around Katja's waist. A moment 
later, he ducked down to whisper something in Becca's ear, 
and she flushed, her eyes dancing towards me. 


| felt myself stiffen, a growl brewing in the back of my throat. 
What was he saying to her? 


Before | could get to my feet, Becca walked towards me and 
Slipped delicately onto my lap. 


"What did Max say?" 


Her lips drifted to my ear. "That you need to learn to have 
some fun." 


| grunted. 
"I think | agree with him, Ivan." 


The lights had already dimmed, and my teeth ground 
together at the sound of music starting up. We were here on 
the night of the traditional show. A line of men and women 
in silky shirts with billowing sleeves, turbans on their heads 
and soft Russian boots came onto the small stage. Cossack 
dancing for all the Americans. 


Becca looked at me, eyes bright, and she clapped her hands. 
"Look! They're going to dance!" 


| nodded. "They do the same thing every week." 


This was not the date | would have planned. 


Becca 


Ivan looked miserable from the moment we sat down at the 
table in Tatiana's. | couldn't stop myself from laughing at 
him. He looked so annoyed by everything, especially 
compared to Max, who seemed determined to be the life of 
the party. 


Katja seemed totally taken, and | was pleased for her. Maxim 
definitely seemed attentive. He wouldn't even let us talk for 
long before he was trying to steal her away again, and Katja 
didn't even try to stop him. 


| dragged Ivan up onto the dance floor when the troupe of 
performers were done. Full of laughter, | tried to get him to 
joke around with me, but his feet stayed firmly planted, 
stubbornly tree-like in the middle of the floor. 


"Ivan!" | laughed at him, stretching up on my toes so | could 
sling my arms around his neck. | wasn't going to let him get 
away with this. "You're supposed to dance with me!" 


"| don't dance." 
"Make an exception. For me. Please?" 


My big brute of a man let out a fierce breath and it felt like 
the Big Bad Wolf huffing and puffing down his straw house. 


"Fine. Let's dance. It's your fault if | break your toes." 


He held his hand out, palm facing up and my hand slid into 
his so perfectly, nestled in with his fingers curling tightly 
around mine. | couldn't stop smiling. 


"You won't break my toes." 


Ivan didn't look convinced and | reached up to smooth the 
scowl away from his features, tilting his chin down so I could 
look him in the eyes. 


Gently, | stepped on top of his big boots, careful not to drop 
my weight down onto my spiky heels and | balanced on his 
feet. 


He let out a laugh, and for all he was looking at me like | was 
a mad woman, he dutifully shifted his weight from side to 
side, more or less in time with the music. 


"I don't think this is how it's supposed to go." 


"I don't care." 


Ivan 


We stumbled out of the club together, leaving Max chatting 
up Katja. Whatever he'd said before, they'd been up close 
and personal all evening. | didn't care whether he ended up 
going home with her or not, just as long as he didn't try to 
bring her back to my place, but something told me that 
despite all the flirting, he wasn't trying to get into her pants. 


Becca reached down to unstrap her shoes, clinging onto my 
arm as she stepped out of them until she had her balance 
again. 


"Oh my God, that's so much better." 


The heels dangled from the straps in her hand, and she 
wandered along barefoot, singing something | didn't know 
the words to. She twirled, arms spread wide like she was 
trying to fly. 


"Dance with me, Ivan." 


| couldn't deny her anything, and | grabbed for her 
outstretched hand, letting her pull me into a dizzy spin, 
careful not to lose my grip on the vodka bottle I'd brought 
with us from our table. Both of us could have taken off. She 
made me feel like | could grab a hold of all the years of my 
life since I'd picked the hard path, and sacrificed my youth, 
and somehow get them back. Being with her meant | hadn't 


missed out on them, | was just always meant to have them 
now. 


On a whoop, | rushed at her, and she let out a giggled shriek 
as | scooped her up over my shoulder. | was shaking with the 
force of my own laughter too as | carried her down to the 
sand. 


Away from the boardwalk, the roar of the ocean took over 
from the usual noises of Brooklyn. Out here, with the hush of 
the waves rushing in over the sand and flooding out again 
with the same steady in and out as breathing, everything 
else felt far away. 


| stumped down in the sand, parking the bottle of vodka 
before | lay back, looking up at the orange tinted clouds - 
the street lights of New York reflected right back down at us. 
But out in front, the dense blackness of the cold ocean 
stretched out for endless miles. 


Becca sat down next to me, digging her feet into the sand. 
"I had fun tonight, Becca." 


She rested her head on my shoulder and | looped my arm 
around her back. If she hadn't dragged me out, | wouldn't 
have come. | would have found an excuse to work, the same 
way | suspected Max was doing even now. Always on the job. 
| knew the look of that in a man. 


"Me too." 


Right here, it felt like it was just the two of us in the whole 
world. Nothing else to get in the way. Nothing else mattered, 
or could ever be more important than this woman. Just us. 
That was all that mattered. 


"It's more than fun, though." 


She tilted her head towards me, a curious sparkle in her 
eyes. "Of course it is, silly. | told you that, didn't |?" 


"With you | can be myself." 


Her smile widened, and she burrowed herself deeper into my 
embrace. "That's how | feel too." 


| realized she was shivering under my arm and her teeth had 
started to chatter. 


"Didn't I tell you this dress was too small? What's wrong with 
you? You're too stubborn." 


Becca let out a grumble. "Shh. You're here to keep me warm. 
Go back to talking about the other stuff." 


Letting out a muted huff, | shrugged out of my jacket, 
draping it over her shoulders instead. | got the strangest 
kick out of it when she curled her head down to breathe in 
the scent of it. "Smells just like you." 

No one else in the world could affect me the way she could. 
"I want to be with you." 

"You are with me, Ivan." 

"Properly. No sneaking around." 

She blinked at me slowly, chin resting on her arms which 


were folded around her knees. "I don't think you could call 
tonight sneaking around." 


"I'm talking about your father." 


Becca grimaced. "Oh don't do that. | don't think he's going 
to understand." 


"Then I'll make him." 


"Ivan... can't we just. Enjoy it being just us a little bit 
longer? It's not like no one knows here. We're together as 
much as we want to be. | don't want to have to deal with 
Dad's freak out yet." 


"What can he do? He can't control you like that." 


"No. But he can stop talking to me. He can be a dick to you. 
Hell, he can call the police and tell them you're up to your 
eyeballs with the Russian mafia. | don't Know what he'd do, 
Ivan, but | know I don't want to drop it on him out of the 
blue. He's not just my dad, he's my only family. And I'm not 
ready to pit the pair of you against each other." 


| gritted my teeth. "Soon. He has to find out soon. | want to 
be your family too, and | want us to make our own. He's 
going to get an even bigger surprise if he doesn't find out 
until you're having my baby." 


Becca bit her lip, leaning in to me to find my mouth in a soft 
but dextrous kiss. 


"That's what condoms are for." 
"I don't want anything between us." 


She let out a slow sigh. "Me neither. | hate anything that 
comes between us." 


| curled her in against my chest, drawing patterns through 
her hair. "I want to see your belly swell with our child." 


Becca let out a contented sounding hum and she nodded. 
"Me too. It's too long to wait until | finish med school." 


"We don't have to wait. I'll look after you. And when you're 
ready to go back to school, we can get a nanny." 


"And then what happens when I'm doing back-to-back shifts 
at the ER?" 


"You want to work in the ER?" 
"No. | don't know. Maybe." 


"What about a small clinic in Brighton Beach? | know a few 
people." 


"Maybe." She rolled on top me, folding her arms onto my 
chest. "But only if you always come to me whenever you get 
hurt." 


"You mean, you'd be our doctor." 


"It's more interesting than dealing with bunions and blood 
pressure all day long." 


"I think we could manage that." 


Becca's eyes gleamed and her smile set in, content in a way 
| hadn't seen her before. 


“How many kids do you want?" 


"As many as you'll give me." 


Max hadn't been wrong about that. With Becca, | wanted the 
dream. She'd be the perfect wife, and perfect mother. 
Together we could have it all. 


"Where are we going to live?" 


That, | hadn't decided. | never planned to settle for an 
American, or even one of the Russian women keen to hitch 
themselves to someone with my standing in the community. 
I'd always assumed at some point, when it came to settling 
down, I'd find myself back in Moscow. 


But Becca changed that. | couldn't drag her to a country she 
had no experience with, where she didn't speak the 
language. No matter how many times she told me she loved 
everything Russian, it was a long way from her home. 


“Wherever you want." 


Unless she chose it herself, | didn't want to subject her to 
the harshness of the city | grew up in. She was different, and 
she was special because of it. It wasn't sett/ing with her. It 
was everything | never knew | wanted, and whatever life we 
had together was going to be here. 


"To us. And the life we're going to live together. Wherever it 
takes us." 


| took a swig from the bottle, and handed it over to Becca to 
do the same. 


She laughed at me through her mouthful, and handed the 
bottle back. | took it gladly, draining the rest of it down. 


Just like that, | resigned myself to living the life of an 
American. That definitely merited finishing the bottle. There 
was no going back to Moscow now. 


My life was what I'd made it here and | needed to face up to 
the fact of that. Right now, it wasn't the life | wanted to 
bring Becca into, so | had more serious things to concern 
myself with than Joe's approval. 


"You look happy." 
She smiled at me, her face bright with joy. 


"I am. It feels like | was always meant to be right here by 
your side. And l'm so glad you're not like him. Maxim. | 
mean, he's suave, and good looking and he dresses like a 
fashion model, but - don't get jealous, | can see you bristling 
already. Ivan, look at me. | don't want that. | want you, 
because you're real and true to me, and he's looking at 
everyone in the room like he knows how to play them, but 
you're the only one who'd come out on top." 


"I always come out on top." 


It didn't matter what her father thought about it. We were 
meant to be together, and I'd prove it to him. 


Becca 


| had the purple silk kimono wrapped tightly around me, tied 
in a double bow at my waist, but | still felt a little too naked 
to come face to face with Max, sitting up wide awake on 
Ivan's couch with a steaming mug of coffee, going over 
something on his laptop. | was so much more bleary eyed 


than both of them, which served me right for even 
attempting to keep pace with two seasoned vodka drinkers 
the size of giants. 


"|I thought you went home with that Katja. You two really 
seemed to hit it off." 


Max shook his head. "Not my type. | was working." 


"What is your type?" | asked, squinting at him against the 
bright light coming through the window behind him. 


His eyes flicked up to me briefly. "I don't have one." 
"But you just said-" 


"Sweetheart, | kill people for a living. It's not conducive to 
having romantic partners. | make a business out of being 
unattached." 


| sat down in Ivan's armchair across from him, having poured 
my own cup from the pot of coffee he'd left on the side. 
“That's very sad for you." 


His eyes hardened. "Don't get me wrong, I'm pleased for you 
and Ivan. You make a lovely couple. But the thought of 
dragging some poor clueless piece of skirt into the fuckery 
of my life doesn't bear contemplating. I'd most likely end up 
shooting her myself." 


"She doesn't have to be clueless." 


"Yeah. Thanks. I'll take a pass on the psychopaths too. 
Cheers all the same." 


| rolled my eyes, pushing myself back out of the armchair. 
“Whatever you say. Personally, | think there's someone out 
there for everyone." 


"| wouldn't hold your breath too long on my account. You 
just get on with tying Ivan down. He could do with someone 
looking out for him for a change. It's good to see him happy." 


| narrowed my eyes. "I didn't think you guys had met 
before?" 


"We haven't. Officially. But this isn't my first time in New 
York by any means. | appreciate the work he's been doing for 
the organization over the years. He deserves more credit 
than that dinosaur Timoshenko gives him." 


| gave him a look. It was oddly sweet the way he was trying 
to look out for Ivan even though he clearly didn't want him 
to. "He does, but | don't know why you care." 


Max gave another shrug. "Ivan's been one of the men 
keeping us going. One of the association's best assets. 
Business. That's all this is." 


| wasn't sure whether | bought that, but I let it drop when 
Ivan came through from the bathroom. 


Max was back to focusing on his laptop screen again. "The 
name Ruslan mean anything to you?" 


Ivan tensed. " Yes." 
"Mm. Good. My new friend last night reckons he's in deep 


with Grigori. He's got him dealing prescription drugs, and 
running some kind of phone stealing ring." 


Ivan shrugged, rolling his shoulders as though that wasn't 
entirely a surprise. 


Maxim closed the laptop with a resounding clunk, putting it 
back down on the coffee table and he pulled his jacket on. 


"I'm heading out. You two be good." 


| ambled over to the fridge as the front door slammed closed 
and peered inside. 


My nose wrinkled and | let out a sigh. "Ivan, you have 
absolutely nothing edible in your fridge. Let's get dressed, 
we need to go to the store." 


Becca 


Across the other side of the street, outside the pharmacy, 
Mrs. K was talking to a stocky man who was maybe a few 
years older than me. | had a grocery bag in one arm, and 
Ivan had gone to find us some decent coffee. | was meant to 
be meet him back on the boardwalk. 


But the man with Mama looked pissed, and he kept 
gesticulating. My anger rose at the way he was trying to 
shove her about. | couldn't just walk on and pretend like | 
hadn't seen anything. 


He had a pharmacy bag, and | guessed it was her pills inside 
it. | hadn't thought about her as an easy target before, but it 
hadn't occurred to me what would happen if someone 
figured out she had so many morphine-based drugs and my 
stomach clenched. 


Without a thought for my own safety, | hefted the grocery 
bag higher onto my hip and stormed across the street. 


Maybe she could be moody sometimes, but she was Ivan's 
mother, and she was a nice person. | was just about done 
with people thinking they could shove anybody around just 
because of a difference in size. | wasn't about to stand back 
and watch her get robbed by some junkie. 


What was this place coming to when a guy like him thought 
he could boss about a little old lady like Mama? 


"Excuse me? Hi. What do you think you're doing?" 


Mama saw me first, and her eyes widened. To my surprise 
she didn't look relieved to see me. She raised her hands, 
shooing me away. 


"No no. Is fine. You go. Is all fine." 


"It is not fine!" | rounded on the guy, scowling at him. He 
wasn't so tall, but up close | could see | might have made a 
mistake coming over the way | had. He had a hardness to 
him that | recognized from Ivan and Maxim, but there was 
also something much colder about him. "Look, | don't know 
who you are - or who you think you are, but that's not 
yours." 


"Listen, lady. You don't understand what's going on here. 
Mama here was just picking up some things for me." 


| narrowed my eyes. The guy was trying to convince me he 
knew Mrs K well enough for her to have him call her that. 


"I don't think so. She's not your Mama, and those are not 
yours!" 


| made a grab for the bag, and he yanked it back. The paper 
tore, spilling out not the pill bottles | was expecting, but a 
stash of wadded bills. 


My jaw went slack. 

Mama let out a wail, one hand rising up to cover her face 
even as she ducked down to the ground to shove the money 
back into the bag. The man rocked back on his heels and 
started laughing. 


| liked him less and less by the minute. 


“Mama, what's going on?" | felt my gut turn over. What had | 
interrupted? "Are you paying him?" 


The man scoffed. "Lady, you've got this the wrong way 
around. Hasn't she, Mama. You just take what's yours and 
carry on doing your job, huh?" 

| bristled, stepping in between him and Mrs K. "You back off, 
you hear me? I'm going to call her son, and then you'll be in 
trouble." 

"Becca - no!" 


The man's eyes snapped to me with a sudden viciousness 
that took me by surprise. 


"| wouldn't call your boyfriend. That's not a good idea." 
"What?" 


"You call Detective Kovalenko, | report your sweet little ass 
for processing fraudulent prescriptions. Bye bye medical 


career. Such a shame." 


| swear to God my heart stopped beating. | felt the color 
leave my cheeks entirely as | looked back over my shoulder 
at Mama. "What?" 


She was staring, shamefaced, at the ground, and | didn't 
need any more confirmation to know the man was telling the 
truth. 


"Aw, you didn't know? Couldn't guess? You think anyone's 
going to believe you when they see just how many pills 
we're talking about?" 


He was right. It had to look like I'd been a willing part of it. | 
wasn't some dumb kid, | was about to start training to bea 
doctor. | should have trusted my gut that something wasn't 
right, but I'd been too busy worrying about how ill she was, 
and whether Ivan really knew. I'd been the idiot who'd taken 
all those prescriptions into the clinic for her, to get them 
filled. | hadn't even thought to question whether they were 
legitimate or not, even given the quantity of pills. Katja had 
trusted me. The whole clinic could be implicated. 


If any medical school in the country accepted me after being 
implicated in something like that, I'd be lucky to ever find a 
job after | qualified. 


ul Shit." 


"That's right. And how d'you think that'd go down for your 
cop boyfriend, everyone knowing his girlfriend and his 
Mama doing all this. What d'you think Moscow will have to 
say about the pair of you helping the Ukranians, right under 
the Garbage Man's nose?" 


Instinctively | knew that he was using Ivan's Bratva 
nickname. | felt sick at the thought of him thinking I'd been 
working against him. 


He shoved the ripped bag into Mama's hands again. "You 
take the money and you keep your mouth shut and carry on 
doing what we tell you, and he never has to know." 


Mama nodded and this time she didn't push it back to him. 
Her hand closed around my forearm, holding me back before 
| even realized I'd taken a step forward, still itching to teach 
him a lesson. 


“Let him go Becya," she hissed over her teeth, low enough 
that only | could hear her. "We find another way." 


| didn't take my eyes off the opportunistic creep until he was 
lost in the bustle of people on the sidewalk. This was not 
how I'd wanted my morning to go. 


Mama slipped her arm into mine and patted my wrist gently, 
drawing my focus back to her. 


"Come, we go now." 
"Mrs. K, what's going on? What was all that about?" 


“Ivan has done so many things for me. | made mistake with 
this man." 


"What kind of mistake?" 
Mama threw her free hand up, swatting at the air as though 


trying to brush my question away. "Is not big deal. | not need 
all pills, and | not need Medicare number." 


"Oh my God. | heard about this kind of thing going on." 


"Is not big deal. | have money for pay doctor. Ivan make sure 
it is so. And he have many doctor friends because of 
Moscow." 


"Wait a minute. Why are they making you pick up the pills?" 


Mama shrugged slowly. "Stupid Mama want new handbag. 
Hermes. Very nice. Just only | have to fill out form, join new 
clinic with new doctor." Her lips pressed together tightly, the 
thin skin around them puckering up, making her lipstick 
crinkle. "Then, they realize | am Ivan's Mama. My 
prescription, when | pick up, has many many pills not mine. | 
go to doctor, try to take back. They say, oh yes, mistake. And 
give me money." 


Mama shook her head bitterly. "I try not take it, but they say, 
no. Is my money. | trust them. | not think anything wrong. 
Until picture come, and letter - show me taking cash. Vanya 
is police. He can arrest all. They not want, so they make it so 
they arrest me. | am insurance. And then they ask me take 
my prescription to you. And other prescriptions not mine. | 
not understand why. They not do that before." 


My gut sank as understanding dawned. "To tie me in too. If 
Ivan makes a move against them, they get us both arrested." 
Slowly, the pieces were coming together. "They must think 
you've told him. But he doesn't even know! Ivan wouldn't let 
them hurt us." 


"Ivan is one man. If he not be cop, he lose all. Everything. No 
use to Moscow. They cut him free." 


They had both of us over a barrel. One false move and all of 
the credentials Ivan had built up to enable him to run the 


operations he did without question, would mean nothing. 
He'd be hauled over the coals, his entire life taken apart 
through the investigation into corruption allegations, and 
most likely at the end of it, they'd find a reason to throw him 
in jail. Along with the both of us. 


The thought filled me with horror. Ivan was right, suddenly 
those songs | listened to about couples being kept apart by 
long stretches of incarceration didn't seem so romantic. 


"We can't just let them get away with this." 


"| don't want to worry him, Becya. We not say anything. You 
do this for me. Is not so bad. I give them pills. Is all | do." 
Mama's eyes glinted with tears. "Please, Becya. Vanya, he 
does not have to know. He works so hard." 


| knew the truth of that. | could practically see the 
disappointment on his face at finding out that we'd both 
been so easily drawn in. It had taken less than ten minutes 
on my part to give them the ammunition to destroy all he'd 
been working for all these years. 


"There's no way we can just carry on doing whatever they 
Say." Sure, it was only pills now, and maybe that was all they 
wanted from her, but they had my whole career on the line, 
as well as the life of the man | loved. They could get me to 
do anything they wanted and | hated being so powerless. 


"These men you no argue with, Becya." 


As much as | hated the thought of it, for the time being, | 
had to agree. No way was | going to be a part of bringing 
Ivan down. | took a deep breath, looking off towards the start 
of the boardwalk, where | knew Ivan was waiting for me. 


"Okay. I'll keep it to myself until we can figure this out. But 
we've got to do something." 


Mama drew me into a hug and pressed a kiss against my 
cheek. 


"You are good girl. | see you later." 


CHAPTER 33 


Ivan 


A couple of hours after breakfast, | got a call from Maxim, 
demanding | meet him with my car. | agreed to pick him up 
in the multistory out towards Coney Island. 


It would have been easier to sign out one of the unmarked 
cars in the station lot, but it was always dangerous to blur 
the lines between my worlds. So I took my own, and hoped 
that whatever he had in mind wasn't something that could 
get back to me via my plate number. 


| had the engine idling, and he was late. | felt like a 
goddamn taxi driver. 


"I come bearing gifts," Max announced, yanking open the 
rear passenger door. | glanced over my shoulder just as he 
strong-armed a man with a bag taped over his head into the 
back seat of the car. 


"The fuck is this?" 


My heart rate picked up a notch, but I didn't let my features 
so much as twitch. He'd just walked a man with a bag over 
his head through the middle of a parking garage. He was 
going to bring my world crashing down around my ears. 


"This is the answer to all your problems, my friend. You don't 
have to thank me now." 


"What the fuck is wrong with you? This place has cameras. 
I'm a cop for fucksake." 


"And l'm a professional. Don't insult me. The camera's are 
off. No one saw me. Come on. Let's go." 


| scowled at him, my knuckles tense on the wheel. "Who's 
this?" 


"This is the man who put a bullet in your shoulder. Isn't that 
right, Ruslan? You've been a very bad man. It's gone a bit far 
for a slap across the knuckles and going over the rules 
again, though. You're fresh out of luck on that front, my 
friend." 


A muffled mmph and a muted, nasal whine from the inside 
of the bag told me Max had taped his mouth closed. 


| shot a look at Maxim. 


"No wet work in my district. You're going to fuck up my 
Statistics." 


The man's eyes narrowed minutely. "Only if someone finds 
the body. No one finds a Toropov corpse. It's a point of pride. 
| didn't think Timoshenko was right, but you really don't 
want to get your hands dirty anymore, do you?" 


"I'm running a tight ship here. Squeaky fucking clean." 


"The point is you're supposed to do the housekeeping, not 
that no one ever makes a mess, Ivan." 


“Thanks for the tip, Max. | can manage my own business 
without you." 


"You're not managing anything. You're coasting along on the 
arrangements you set up years ago. And those 
arrangements are crumbling." 


"Shut the fuck up. Take the bag off his head or shove a 
blanket over him." 


"Why?" 


"We're going to a different precinct, that's why. Didn't 
anybody ever tell you not to shit in your own backyard?" 


There was a warehouse out in Gravesend that | knew was 
abandoned, and with few enough neighbors that whatever 
happened, we wouldn't have an audience. All we needed 
was a bit of anonymity and a good half hour. We could get 
everything we needed. 


| slammed Ruslan down on top of an old packing crate. 
Behind me, Max took his time fitting a silencer to his gun. 
He was clearly a man who took a great deal of care over 
what he did. 


| ripped the duct tape off Ruslan's mouth and he let out a 
shout as it took the top layer of skin off his lips. 


"| didn't kill your friend!" 

"| don't believe you, Ruslan. It seems pretty clear to me. | 
found you picking up the phones. You went after Mehmet 
because you knew his place was my operation base, and you 
thought you could threaten me." 


Ruslan shook his head. "No. That's not how it is." 


"Tell me how it is." 

Max rolled his eyes, but he lowered his gun all the same. "| 
think that's exactly how it is, lvan. The slimy bastard's trying 
to bullshit you." He pulled on a pair of gloves. "You're about 
to find out that you can't threaten Russians. Mate." 

"After you saw me, | ran. We got into that fight." 

| folded my arms across my chest. "You mean you shot me." 


Ruslan winced. "Yes. But I didn't mean to. | panicked." 


Max looked at me, one brow raised. "He panicked. | must 
panic a hell of a lot." 


Without another word, he took aim with an outstretched arm 
and | didn't stop him. 


"Wait. Wait! | can help you!" 


| closed my hand around the barrel of Max's gun, giving him 
a tight shake of my head. His jaw flared as | redirected his 
aim to the floor and I knew he was itching to pull rank, but 
we weren't equals here, this was my territory. 


If Ruslan had something | could use, | needed to hear it. 
"Not yet. Let him speak if he's got something to say." 
There was a chance he could give me enough on Grigori to 
get him put away, and then our Ukranian problem would 


disappear. | had every confidence | could improve Russo- 
Ukranian relations in Brighton Beach with a different man at 


the helm. Someone less set on going back to the old days, 
someone more business-minded. 


"Why should I trust you about not killing Mehmet?" 

"It was Grigori." 

Max shook his head. "For the love of God. He's going to say 

just about anything right now. Believe me, I've heard it all." 

He unclipped the cartridge at the base of his gun, slipping a 
bullet off the end of it, and feeding it back into the bottom. 


| knew he was right, and it was doubtful the man himself 
had got his hands dirty. 


Ruslan's eyes went a touch wider. | held up my hand to shut 
Maxim up. 


"Keep talking." 

"| went to find Grigori. | told him what happened. That | 
didn't have the phones. He wasn't happy. He said | needed 
to find a replacement batch." 

That made no sense. Grigori didn't need to be pissing 
around with low value goods like that, when | knew full well 
he had rackets set up bringing in thousands and thousands 
every month. 

"What's the deal with the phones?" 


Ruslan shrugged. "I- | don't know." 


Gut instinct told me he was lying. "Bullshit. What's the deal 
with the phones?" 


| saw his eyes flicker to Maxim and back to me. | was no fool. 
Ruslan thought | was reluctant to hurt him, and no doubt he 
was playing to that, looking to give me any excuse to call 
Maxim off. "They don't tell me details." 


"Try again." 


Without warning, | unholstered my Sig, firing a single shot 
inches from Ruslan's right ear. He screamed out as the sound 
exploded off the walls and | knew, even before | saw the 
trickle of blood leaking down the side of his face that his 
eardrum had ruptured. 


| grabbed his chin, yanking his face around so that he was 
looking at me. 


"Read my lips, suka. Tell me about the phones." 


Ruslan's breathing faltered and he groaned. My fingers bit 
into his cheeks as he shook his head. "You won't like it." 


"Enlighten me." 


"It's for the Medicare numbers. Grigori has these forms for 
people to fill out, to sign up for his clinics. They fill in the 
details, they get a new phone." 


"That's it?" 
"Yes. Simple." 


| felt the growl building in my throat. | always knew Grigori 
was a scumbag, but | thought he'd draw the line at screwing 
over his own people, using up their insurance allowances 
right under their noses. | didn't like the idea of anyone 
taking advantage of pensioners like that, but in Brighton 


Beach, Grigori had to know that most of the people signing 
up would be fellow immigrants, just like him. He had even 
fewer scruples than I'd given him credit for. 


| narrowed my eyes, lifting my gun to his eye-line again, and 
he visibly paled. 
"There's more. Keep talking." 


"| find the guys who steal the phones." 
"Guys like Jerome?" 


Ruslan nodded. "Grigori said to target non-Russian speakers. 
They're cannon fodder. If they get caught, it doesn't matter. 
They're replaceable." 


"Everyone's replaceable," Max chimed in darkly, and Ruslan 
swallowed, visibly paling despite his swarthy skin at the 
sound of the cartridge of Max's gun clicking back into place. 


"Wait. Wait - | pay them in drugs. They sell them on, and 
bring the money back. They get a cut." 


Drug dealing the world over relied on people desperate 
enough for money to dole out the product. | nodded. The 
only thing that didn't make sense to me was why Ruslan had 
come to me for a lousy cut, when he'd clearly been a larger 
part of Grigori's operation. 


"Why were you working for me as well? You were feeding 
him information on our contacts?" 


Ruslan shook his head. "No. Grigori's racket isn't 
sustainable. He doesn't have the network in place - the 
protection of the police that you do. | want to work for you." 


"Isn't that touching. He just wants to be friends. We don't 
have police protection either. Ivan /s the police. Are we done 
now? My trigger finger's got a terrible itch." 


"Please." Ruslan eyeballed me. "I can help you. | give you all 
you need to put Grigori away." 


| gave the man a long look. 
"You cross us, we will hunt you down and when we find you, 


it will take you days to die and you will beg me for Maxim's 
bullets." 


CHAPTER 34 


Becca 


"We should celebrate," Max announced as the pair of them 
strolled in the door of Ivan's apartment, back from whatever 
they'd been together. 


Ivan looked a hell of a lot happier than he had this morning, 
and something seemed to have shifted between the pair. | 
was glad because it meant I didn't have to focus on what I'd 
learned about Ivan's Mama. 

Tomorrow | could figure out whether it was really better to let 
him know or keep it a secret, and | could start figuring out 
how to deal with these people. 

| laughed. "Why are we celebrating?" 

"Your boyfriend made a breakthrough." 


"Partner." | looked back at Ivan, confused by the growl in his 
voice, and Maxim's brow raised too. 


"What?" 
"We're partners. Do | look like a little boy to you, Toropov?" 


Max snorted. "All the more reason to celebrate, then, to toast 
the enviably happy couple." 


| felt a glow go through me. Ivan wasn't wrong. I'd never 
thought about him as my boyfriend. He was always my man. 


But it was good to hear Ivan name what we had between us. 
“Partners. | like the sound of that." 


After a few phone calls, twenty minutes later Maxim directed 
us out to a waiting limo with blacked out windows and | 
raised an eyebrow, looking towards Ivan. He was less than 
impressed and rolled his eyes as he held the passenger door 
open for me. 


| slid across the leather seat to the far side and Ivan slipped 
in beside me, positioning himself as a solid barrier between 
me and Maxim. Entirely unnecessarily. | only had eyes for 
him. 


"Where are we going?" 
Maxim's grin was broad, and he looked very amused at 
Ivan's irritation. "I told you, we're celebrating. Time to reap 


some of the rewards, Ivan my friend." 


With that he pulled open the door of the mini bar, and 
pulled out a bottle of champagne. 


Ivan practically scowled. "Whose car is this?" 

“Roman Dvornikov's. Calm down. He's the reason I'm here." 
Maxim popped the cork on the champagne and poured out 
glasses, handing one over to me. | giggled as it overflowed 
the sides and Ivan visibly gritted his teeth. Leaning in 
against his chest, | tried to get him to calm down, sliding my 
hand along his thigh and whispering to him. 


"Who's Roman Dvornikov?" 


"Our laundry man." 


My eyes widened in understanding and | took a sip of the 
champagne, unsurprised to discover how smooth it was, 
even if | didn't entirely like the taste. | could have stuck to 
vodka cocktails and that would have been fine with me. Ivan 
wasn't talking about a man who did the sheets. 


"What's he doing here?" 


Maxim stretched across the car and patted Ivan on the side 
of the face, which was either a very brave, or very stupid 
move. "Nothing for you to worry yourself about Ivan. Tonight, 
we're just having a good time on Bratva money. You deserve 
it. Live a little." 


| leaned in against his chest, wiggling to get more 
comfortable and underneath my shoulder | felt Ivan finally 
let go of the tension in him. "Fine. But only for Becca." 


Maxim let out a low scoff, and shook his head, but a moment 
later he was raising his glass in a toast. "To Becca." 


We clinked glasses, and Maxim topped them off again, 
putting more into Ivan's glass when he practically sank it in 
one go. 

"This better not bring me any trouble Toropov." 

"You have no faith, Ivan." 

The car turned around, working back to the main road, 


heading up towards Sheepshead Bay, and | was surprised to 
find it slowing down after hardly any time at all. 


Maxim sprang out onto the pavement almost as soon as the 
car pulled up, and Ivan was hot on his heels. He held the 
door for me, and | was glad of his assistance out of the car in 
my high, high heels. 


We were on the road that ran along the waterfront and 
Maxim was already striding towards the nearest pier. A ramp 
went down steeply to the boat that was moored there, and | 
realized that although the large motor yacht was flying an 
American flag, the name was Russian. Tatiana. Miami. 


| gripped on tight to Ivan's broad bicep as we went down the 
ramp. Maxim was still holding the champagne bottle by the 

neck and he didn't let it go, even as he was met at the edge 
of the boat by a man with just as much physical presence as 
Maxin and Ivan. 


| watched them shake hands and slap each other's backs 
like old acquaintances. 


Ivan offered me his arm and | straightened self-consciously. 
This was the kind of yacht that millionaires owned. Maybe 
even billionaires. I'd never even thought I'd come close to 
meeting someone like that. 


“He's good at his job then?" | whispered to Ivan, turning my 
head slightly in the hopes that neither Maxim nor Roman 
heard me or read my lips. 


"That's an understatement." 


"Welcome! Ivan, old man. Becca, | presume." He took my 
hand, but instead of shaking it, he ducked to dust a kiss 
against my knuckles. Next to me, | felt Ivan inflate with 
possessive rage. 


His handshake was sharp and to the point and | had a 
feeling he squeezed Roman's hand hard enough to give him 
something to think about. "Less of the old, Dvornikov. I'm 
the same age as you." 


Roman let out a booming belly laugh and slapped Ivan on 
the shoulder, seemingly entirely unfazed. "Of course you 
are. Good to see you. Come on board. Maxim and | have 
some business to go over, but please, make yourselves at 
home." 


Ivan's hand settled on the small of my back, guiding me 
further onto the boat with undisguised suspicion and Roman 
let out another laugh. 


“Ivan there's nothing criminal that can be demonstrated by 
being here. You can relax. Anyone who sees you will just 
think you're very well connected." Again, he gestured 
further on board and Ivan nodded shortly before leading us 
on. 


Roman and Maxim ducked down in through a doorway that 
led below deck and before I realized what was happening a 
small crew was busy reeling in the ropes and anchor chains 
that kept us moored to the pier and disconnected the 
embarkation ramp. 


| glanced at Ivan. "I take it you didn't know this was 
happening." 


"No." | could see his jaw clench, but gradually he seemed to 
let the tension out. "But this is okay. Roman is a good man." 


"Is he?" Looking around, | wasn't entirely sure. It felt like the 
kind of boat you might drive your enemies out to the middle 


of the ocean under the pretext of a party, only to dump 
them over the side. 


"Yes, Becca. He's a flashy sonovabitch, but he's a good 
man." 


As we went through to the front of the boat, | realized what 
Ivan meant. | glanced back to him, a question on my lips 
that | couldn't fully put into words because out on deck was 
a table set for two, with candles flickering in lanterns all 
around. 


"What? Did you-?" 


He shrugged one shoulder rising higher than the other. 
"Maybe | said something to Maxim about wanting to take 
you out properly. | guess this is him coming through." 


| couldn't keep the smile off my face. It was all so 
ridiculously fancy. There was a waiter standing there ready 
to greet us, for crying out loud, and he pulled out one of the 
chairs for me to sit down when we got close. | was a little 
taken aback when he pulled my napkin open for me and 
draped it over my lap. 


Already the glasses on the table were topped off with more 
champagne and the bottle was in a bucket, on ice, ready for 
when we needed it. 


Ivan fended off any attempts to seat him with a glare and 
snatched his napkin off the table before anyone tried 
anything with his napkin and | grinned at him, shaking my 
head. 


| didn't care that he wasn't suave or sophisticated, he was 
my man and he was perfect. 


The boat pulled away from the pier, turning to follow the 
coast along on our right, back towards Brighton Beach. 


Ivan raised a toast as we were just coming in front of the 
boardwalk and Tatiana’'s, all lit up on the shore. “To us. And 
all the nights together, just the two of us that there will be in 
our future." 


"Just the two of us?" | asked, laughing. 


Ivan shrugged. "Until we have children, and then there will 
be many, many more than just us. But | won't mind. They 
will go to bed before we do, and | can have you to myself." 


| liked the sound of that and | let out a soft sigh, deeply 
content with the ocean breeze washing over me, only the 
flickering candle light and the stars above disturbing the 
darkness. The water was so much quieter than it was on land 
and | could forget that Maxim and Roman were down in the 
cabin below, going over whatever business they had, except 
for the occasional exclamation and booming burst of 
laughter from Roman floating up from the cabin. 


"What do you think they're doing down there?" 
"Bratva business. The pair of them are more tied up with 
Valentin than | am. They take care of the money and... 


everything else between them." 


"You take care of Brooklyn. | think that's better. At least you 
get to stay in one place." 


"You wouldn't want to travel?" 


"I'd want to stay with you. Maybe go on vacation. But no, 
Brighton Beach is home. It always has been." 


All along the shoreline, the lights of Brooklyn were glinting, 
making everything look magical and | forgot all about my 
worries about what this boat might be used for. Right here, 
with Ivan, | knew there was no one else I'd rather be with, or 
rather be seeing. My place was right by his side. 


The waiter brought out a whole dish of crab and Ivan's eyes 
widened as they set down the hammer and what looked like 
a pair of pliers to get into the meaty legs. He knocked back 

the rest of his champagne. 


"I'm gonna need a beer for this." 
"Right away sir." 


| could feel myself beaming. | loved that Ivan wasn't being 
pretentious or making me feel like | didn't know which piece 
of cutlery to pick up first. The pair of us were just like each 
other and I was so glad he didn't expect me to be anything 
else either. 


"| don't know how these fancy people do it. Get all dolled up 
in their fancy clothes and then go and cover themselves in 
crab shell." 


| nodded, pulling tender meat out of one of the claws 
without any care for neatness. "I know, right? What's with 
that? It's ridiculous." 


Ivan cracked one of the legs open, portioning the meat 
between us. | picked up the second pair of claw-crackers and 
had a go myself. The shell cracked more easily than | 
thought it would when | got it in the right place and | let out 


a laugh as juices spurted out when | got a bit too 
enthusiastic. 


"This is so funny. | can't believe we're doing this. It's like 
some kind of weird-ass dream." 


Ivan nodded slowly and he set the crab shell down in the 
dish. "You like it?" 


"| like it because you're here. Because we get to be alone." 


He let out a soft hum. "That's what I like about it too." 


Ivan 


After the crab, Roman's waiter brought out finger bowls and 
lemon scented towels and we scrubbed the seafood off as 
best as possible, still laughing at each other. | loved that 
Becca didn't take herself so seriously. It was something | 
needed to work on myself, but around her it came more 
easily. 


We rounded the coast, going past the lighthouse, under the 
bridge and past Staten Island. Ahead of us in the distance, 
Lady Liberty was holding her torch high and a little closer in, 
on the New Jersey side, was the Tear Drop Memorial that 
Russia had gifted in remembrance of 9/11. | gritted my teeth 
as we approached it, mixed feelings rising over how few 
people even knew it was there. 


Sometimes | felt just as overlooked. Maybe that was the 
place of a Russian in New York. Everyone would prefer to 
think you weren't really there at all, and no one wanted to 
draw any attention to the relationships you had. 


| couldn't fault Roman on the food. His waiter brought out 
steaks, cooked to perfection and Becca made some pretty 
distracting noises when she dug in to it. 


"Oh my God. It's so good. I've never had steak like this 
before." 


| grunted. "Roman is showing off." 


Becca nudged my foot under the table and her foot snuck 
up the inside of my leg, prickling my body to attention. "I 
don't care. I'm enjoying it. Isn't it time you got to enjoy 
yourself?" 


| let out a sigh, and shook my head. "It is good steak." 
"Exactly." 


The boat turned when we were more or less alongside 
Liberty Island and we made anchor out of the shipping 
channels, close enough to see the flood lit statue in all her 


glory. 


| took Becca's hand and we wandered closer to the side for a 
better view. As though this had all been planned, there were 
comfortable seats for lounging, and a bowl of chocolate 
dipped strawberries set out on a low table. 


Becca let out a laugh. "Roman really pulled out all the 
stops." 


"It looks that way." Later, | was going to have to talk to him 
about this. It seemed that none of my Bratva colleagues 
thought I was capable of romancing Becca appropriately. 


At least Becca didn't seem to mind who'd set it up. She was 
lapping it up like it was a perk we were both owed, and ina 
way | guess she was right. 


The moonlight on her face made her skin gleam and Becca 
looked truly happy, and distractingly beautiful. 


"She's always smaller than you think she's going to be," 
Becca said, leaning against the railing around the side of the 
boat. 


"Who?" | asked, dumbly, and Becca laughed. 


"The Statue of Liberty, Ivan. That's what you're supposed to 
be looking at, not just me." 


"Why would I look at anything else apart from you? You're 
the most beautiful thing | could see." 


The lights on the boat were just bright enough for me to see 
her blushing, and Becca folded herself in against my chest. 
"| bet you say that to all the girls," she murmured. 


"You know | don't. There are no other girls." 


| bent down to kiss her, tenderly and with far more reserve 
than | wanted to use and out of nowhere, music started up, 
flowing softly over speakers | hadn't noticed before they 
were in use. 


Becca let out a laugh as the softly crooning singing wafted 
over us, and she slung her arms around my neck, rocking 
from side to side, slowly. 


"Dance with me, then." 


This time | made no protest, pulling Becca in firm against me 
and wrapping my arms tight around her and | shuffled my 
feet from side to side. It didn't matter than | had no moves. 
Becca was in my arms and smiling and kissing me and that 
was all that was ever going to matter. 


When the song drew to a close she led me back to the low 
seats and we Sat looking up at the stars, feeding each other 
chocolate and fruit until the engines fired up again, and the 
boat turned around, powering us home, back along the 
coast. 


Maxim and Roman didn't emerge from the cabin until we 
were coming under the bridge again, and they had a bottle 
of vodka and shot glasses with them. 


"I hope your evening has been memorable," Roman said, 
holding out a pair of overflowing shot glasses. 


"Oh, it has," Becca reassured him, with a quiet, private 
glance to me that made me realize the only thing she'd 
wanted from all of this was to be here, alone with me. "What 
are we drinking to?" 


"To new alliances," Maxim said, raising his glass and 
knocking it back. 


| followed suit, and so did Becca. Roman topped off our 
glasses again. 


"To our Bratva family. Long may it continue, and grow." 


"To Ivan," Becca said, and tipped her head back to swallow 
the cold, clear liquid down. 


CHAPTER 35 


Becca 


The three of us stumbled into the apartment together 
laughing. Mama's place had been closest, and Maxim had 
demanded to meet her. 


Whatever the two of them had disappeared off to do, the 
animosity between them had mellowed into some kind of 
mutual respect. 


Ivan had his arm around me, and I was leaning into him, 
enjoying the strength of his body and the way his hand kept 
roving down my back, lingering on my ass. | was hoping 
Maxim wasn't going to stay all that long, because | wanted 
my man all to myself. 


We hadn't gone to Tatiana's again, but there had been just 
as much vodka, and the room was starting to spin. | didn't 
want the evening to end with a headache and nothing more 


Max pulled out his gun as the door fell closed behind us. He 
seemed to be showing it off. 


"Put it away!" Ivan was laughing at him, and the sound of it 
was infectious. All | cared about was the way Ivan's lips 
fitted against mine, and the feel of his tongue in my mouth. | 
had my arms wrapped around his neck and there wasn't 
anything that was going to stop me from dragging him back 
to my bedroom and leaving Max on the other side of the 
door. 


"So I said to him / don't think you understand, mate. There's 
nothing you can say to me. My only job is to pull this trigger. 
Ivan here - Ivan talks to them. Fuck that. No offense, mate. 
But when you're whacking someone you don't need to-" 


Mrs. K cleared her throat from the doorway of the living 
room, and slowly, my attention spooled around to her, 
realizing that Max had stopped talking. 


| blinked hard, realizing that she was the least of my worries. 
Behind her was the last person | expected to see. 


Self-consciously, | pulled away from Ivan, eyes wide. 
"Dad? What are you doing here?" 
"Rescuing you, apparently." 


"What's going on here Ivan? My daughter's drunk. You're 
tongue's down her throat, and you've rolled in here with a 
total stranger who's waving a gun about. Is there something 
you forgot to tell me?" 


To his credit, he looked more pissed than terrified and when 
he shook his head it was with that practiced disdain he used 
SO well as a teacher to show how disappointed he was in his 
students’ poor behaviour. 


He looked pretty damn appalled, and slowly it dawned on 
me that he must have heard everything Maxim had said 
about whacking people. My eyes drifted to the gun he was 
waving and | felt the color drain out of my cheeks. 

"It's not what it looks like, Dad." 


"What does it look like, Becca?" 


| pressed my lips together, falling silent, because actually it 
was a lot like what it looked like and I didn't know what else 
to say. 


"Joe come on, calm down." 


Ivan stepped towards my father, and Dad stepped back, arm 
shooting up into the air to knock his hand away. 


"Calm down? | can't believe | trusted you, Ivan. This whole 
time you were trying to get to Becca, is that it? There are 
names for people like you!" 


"Dad..." | wanted him to shut up. Why couldn't he stop 
talking? All he needed to do was look at me to see the tears 
starting to form. It wouldn't be long before they started 
streaming down my face, but he didn't even look. My cheeks 
were red hot with embarrassment for so many reasons, and | 
could barely breathe. But he was too busy trying to tear me 
away from the man | loved to notice. 


| knew it had to be killing Ivan to stand there and take it, but 
he was, even though | knew he could do more damage with 
one fist than Dad could even comprehend. 

"Becca, get your things!" 

"But Dad-" 

"Now, Becca!" 

Beside me, Ivan bristled. "She's not going anywhere." | felt 


him step away from me, letting his arm drop away from my 
waist. The temperature plummeted to a dangerous chill. 


"Joe. We need to talk before you say something you're going 
to regret." 


"We damn will not and believe me I am not going to regret a 
thing. | trusted you, and you've been, what? Trying to get 
into my little girl's pants this whole time? Did you plan this? 
Offer her a place to stay so you could swoop in and take 
advantage of her? She's half your age for Christ sake!" 


"It's not like that." 


"Dad - I'm the one who started it! And he's not twice my age 


"Oh it's damn well close enough." 


The anger on Dad's face was dark enough to make me worry 
he was going to do something stupid. | wasn't afraid for 
Ivan, but | was afraid my father would try to do something 
he couldn't follow through on. 


His whole jaw rippled and his arm had more tension than I'd 
ever seen in his whole body as he pointed towards Ivan like 
he wanted to strangle him. His hand shook with the pent up 
energy. 


"You've crossed a line, Ivan. | thought you were a decent 
guy. This whole time. It's all an act. You're nothing but a two- 
bit gangster working for whoever pays you the most back in 
Moscow. You make me sick, trying to drag my daughter into 
all of this." 


Ivan's eyes stayed determinedly steady on my father. 
Beneath his calm lay the coiled readiness of a large 
predator, and | knew Ivan could take the man out with a 
single, well timed blow. 


"You know nothing." 


"Nothing, huh? | think | Know a fair bit about my own 
daughter And a fair bit about you. As long as I've known 
you, you've never had a girlfriend, but you're always at 
those Russian clubs, and I'm supposed to believe you're 
suddenly chucking the bachelor life just like that?" 


My father's voice pitched higher and | flinched when he 
shoved at Ivan's folded arms. He'd clearly expected Ivan to 
stumble back, but | Knew my man's solid frame and he 
wasn't moving an inch. 


| saw the twitch in his arm as he held my dads fist, ready to 
crush my dad's hand in his fist and break every single bone 
in his hand. 


"Ivan - don't!" 


The growl he let out rumbled between us, almost too low to 
properly hear, but | felt it, and | knew what Ivan was capable 
of. | could picture a tide of my father's blood washing over 
the floor, and having to wash it out of Ivan's shirt. 


The thought made me sick, but | knew with a wave of cold 
certainty, that | would side with Ivan over my father if it did 
come to that, every single time. | was the only one who 
could stop it though, and it was a reality I'd rather avoid. 


| shot a look at Ivan, shaking my head. He'd crossed a line | 
never thought he would, and my heart ached because | 
never thought I'd ever be afraid of him. But seeing him 
threaten my father, it felt like | didn't know him at all. 


Ivan stepped back and | felt my shoulders relax as he let 
Dad go. 


Even trying not to tremble, Dad's anger was still there. But 
now he looked scared, and I hated to see that look on his 
face, even aS much as | understood it. 


"You come with me, Becca or | call the cops on him and his 
buddy, right now. | don't know what's going on, but I'm 
pretty damn sure his Captain would be interested in it." 


ul No." 
"What?" 


"No, Dad. You can't swoop in here like this and start ordering 
me around. I'm twenty-two for crying out loud! | have a job. | 
can't just up and leave because you say so. And even if | 
could, | wouldn't! I'm in love with him, Dad. Listen to me. | 
love Ivan, and he loves me. Please don't try to ruin that. I'd 
never forgive you." 


| knew Ivan hadn't lived the life my dad thought he had. | 
trusted him when he told me that I was the only one he'd 
ever really wanted. The man I knew was too serious to be 
distracted from the things he thought were important. | 
counted myself lucky every day that he saw me as more 
than one of the girls my dad was talking about. 


Ivan seemed to grow taller beside me. 


"Your daughter is the only woman | will ever look at again for 
the rest of my life." | could physically see the self control it 
took for him to calm himself enough to manage a level 
speaking voice and visibly unclench his jaw. 


"She completes me in the way that I've heard you tell me 
your wife did, so many times. I’m not playing games. She is 
not a child who doesn't know her own mind, and | never 
intended to feel this way. Before she came here, | would 
have agreed with you. But this is what has happened, and 
you need to respect it." 


"| don't need to respect a bent cop." 


| shook my head, feeling my tears well over and start to 
trickle, wet and hot down my cheeks even as | wiped them 
away. The words were ugly. They weren't what Ivan was at 
all. Not really. "Dad, don't do this. Please." 


"You're coming with me, Becca. Let's go." My father shook 
his head, but when he tried to grab for my arm, Ivan blocked 
him bodily. 


"What's the problem, Joe? I'm good enough as a friend, but 
you can't have a Russian touching your daughter?" 


His face screwed up, and again that finger hovered, pointing 
violently into Ivan's face, but we both knew my dad well 
enough to realize he had no idea what to do with the 
impulse. He was a thinker and a debater, an academic, a 
teacher. It would have stunned me to learn he'd ever thrown 
a punch in his life. "That's not it and you know it." 


"It seems like that to me. We're all barbarian's right?" Some 
of the anger in Ivan's face cleared and he drew himself up, 
that calm expression deepening as though he knew he'd 
caught my father on a point that would worm into him. 


Ivan stepped forward on another growl and the fear of 
seeing my dad beaten to a pulp in front of me surfaced. | felt 
it coming like an electromagnetic wave. 


"No, don't!" 


Before | knew it, he had Dad pressed hard up against the 
door, his hand tight around his throat. 


As though the pair of them had been communicating via 
thought alone, Max had his gun turned, the muzzle aimed to 
the center of my dad's forehead. 


"We can sort this out real easy. Just give me the word, Ivan." 
My blood went cold. | felt sick. 
"Stop! Oh my God, stop!" 


| swallowed hard, bracing myself against the wall. The whole 
room was Spinning, tears were streaming down my face, and 
this was a total disaster. 


Ivan looked over his shoulder at me, eyes filled with 
concern, but it barely touched me. | never thought he'd 
threaten my father. | knew he was capable of it, but that 
wasn't how this was supposed to go. They were friends. They 
were supposed to stay friends, and Ivan definitely wasn't 
supposed to think about killing him. 


“Put the gun away Maxim." 


My hands were still shaking when he holstered it and took a 
step back, arms raised above his head in a frustrated 
gesture as he stalked off towards the living room. | heard the 
springs of the couch squeak under his weight as he 
collapsed down onto it, but | couldn't take my eyes off Ivan's 
hand around my father's neck. 


“Let him go." 


Almost as though he hadn't realized he was still pinning him 
there, Ivan's grip released slowly. 


| straightened up, swiping the tears away from my face. "I'm 
going to get my bag." 


"Becca, wait." 


He tried to reach for me, but | turned, twisting out of his 
reach. "Don't, Ivan! You've done enough!" 


CHAPTER 36 


Becca 


| didn't speak to Dad nearly the whole way back to Albany. 
The drive was long, and with every mile that crept by, the 
urge to cry got stronger. It felt like I'd made a mistake the 
second he pulled away from the curb. A mistake in going to 
Brighton Beach in the first place. At least, without seeing 
how Dad would have felt about me and Ivan first. | should 
have told him. 


He should never have found out like this. 


If he'd known, he wouldn't have stormed in the way he had. 
Ivan wouldn't have had any reason to get defensive. Maxim 
wouldn't have even seen my Dad as a problem to get rid of. 


Now everything had gone wrong. And all Dad could see 
when he looked at Ivan was some kind of Bond Villain 
Russian gangster who wanted to chain me up in the 
basement, or use me to traffic drugs, or ship me off as some 
kind of mail order bride. | knew the picture he had in his 
head, and it wasn't Ivan. But he'd clearly stopped being able 
to see his best friend. 


And | didn't Know what to think. 


| hadn't wanted to leave. Even shaking like a leaf, all | 
wanted was for Ivan to wrap me in his strong arms and tell 
me I was all he wanted. All this was the other side of the 
same coin. He'd do anything for me, and there was no line in 
that. 


But | had lines, and hurting Dad was one of them. If Ivan 
couldn't see that, then what kind of future did we have? 


With each mile between us, | realized even more clearly that 
| didn't care. The only thing that mattered was being with 
him. 


As much as Ivan had scared me, and as far past the line as 
he'd gone, it felt like he was part of me, and it hurt to think 
everything we had could be torn down so easily. 


What could | do? If | refused to go, Dad would have gotten 
Ivan in trouble, or Ivan would have stopped him from doing 
anything at all. | Knew my man had a code, but | didn't trust 
that Maxim operated under the same one, and with the pair 
of them riled up from their victory and just a little drunk, | 
couldn't risked it. But Max had been the one pointing the 
gun, and it had been Ivan who'd called him off. 


| didn't like to think about how far Ivan might have gone to 
keep me, but deep down | knew he'd come not far from 
killing my own father 


| was the one who walked away, so why did | feel so shitty 
that he hadn't stopped me right then and there and point 
blank refused to let me go? 


The stupid part of me that doubted his feelings for me was 
rearing its ugly head. 


Dad's phone had been ringing off the hook and he'd 
cancelled every single call that came through. Ivan's 
number barely had time to flash up on the screen. But | 
knew it was him. Who else would Dad ignore so vehemently? 


"How could you let this happen, Becca? | thought | brought 
you up to have more self-respect." 


| stared out of the window, looking towards the distance and 
let his words float over me. | had all the self-respect | 
needed. | knew my heart and my mind; just because it 
wasn't what my dad wanted for me, that didn't make it 
wrong. 


"| [love him. | don't know why that's so hard for you to 
understand." 


"Maybe because he's some kind of criminal and he's been 
duping us both with this bullshit Good Cop act for years!" 


| let out a breath, at the point of tearing my hair out. Dad 
wasn't wrong, but what did it matter in this day and age, 
when life was so much about taking what you could get, if 
the ways and means he took things weren't what society 
over here had in mind. "It's not bullshit, Dad. He's a good 


guy." 


"Becca, wake up, he wipes out the people who don't agree 
with him. They were swapping stories about whacking 
people for crying out loud." 


My expression hardened. "No. He doesn't. He does what he 
has to to protect the people he loves, and sometimes that 
takes more than burying your head in the sand or writing an 
article about the injustice of it all! You wouldn't understand." 


"Don't you dare tell me | don't understand. Everything I've 
done has been to protect you and give you the best life 
possible. And now you're going to do this with your life? 
What about all your plans - being a doctor, settling down?" 


"It's not your job to protect me anymore. All I'm doing is 
falling in love, and trying to start a life with a man you've 
spent half my life telling me was one of the best guys you 
know. | want you to be happy for us, not fight us the whole 
way. I'm not giving up my plans, Dad, and Ivan would never 
ask me to." 


"Becca, honey, you're delusional. He'll drop you in a second, 
as soon as he's done with you. I'm sorry | even introduced 
you to him. | never should have trusted him." 


"Why? Because you think he's one of those Russians you 
always warned me to keep away from? Well he isn't. He's 
better than them. He owns them. And the people he works 
for, they're like no one you've ever known. He /et you walk 
away with me. You wouldn't be able to tell anybody anything 
before they shut you up permanently." 


“Listen to yourself! This is the life you want?" 


| glared at him across the car, feeling all the hurt and 
confusion bubble up inside me. "I just want to be with him, 
Dad. Everything he's done, is for his mom. That's the only 
reason he ever got involved with them. | believe that. | do. 
But he's going to protect himself if you threaten him. And 
you said you were going to the cops. Never mind him, the 
Bratva isn't going to let you destroy him. You can't hold that 
against him. It's out of his control." 


Dad shook his head. "I can't listen to this. You think he cares 
about you? You wait and see what happens. | bet he stops 
calling. | give it a week." 


| swallowed hard. "I'm not staying here that long. I'm going 
to be with him Dad. You're the one who's going to get left 
out." 


It was too late to do anything other than crash into bed by 
the time we got in. Dad made a show of carrying my bag in 
for me and offering to make me something to eat, but | could 
have cared less. 


| stomped upstairs to my room and forced myself not to be 
childish enough to slam the door. He thought this was some 
foolish crush, but he was wrong, and | hated that he didn't 
see the passion between us. If he'd just looked at us 
together for ten minutes before he started going mad, he 
could have seen for himself that we were meant to be 
together. Everyone else had! 


It felt like | was a kid again, and he'd torn me away from the 
city | loved. Except, | wasn't a kid anymore, and it wasn't the 
city he had a problem with, it was the man | loved. 


In my childhood bedroom, | sat on my bed and plugged my 
phone in to charge, looking around at the pale pink walls 
and all the posters of the bands I'd liked in High School. So 
much had changed in the past few weeks, it felt like | had no 
way of mapping myself onto the teenager this room had 
belonged to. This wasn't who I was anymore. 


I'd sewn up Ivan's bullet wounds, I'd seen a dead man and 
helped him get rid of evidence. I'd talked to gangsters in 
Russia, gone drinking with a hitman. And been by Ivan's 
side through all of it. 


I'd loved every minute of it, even when I was quaking in my 
boots. Deep down, right in the heart of me, | knew | was 
meant to be right there with him. 


| flopped down on top of the mattress, staring at the ceiling 
with tears in my eyes. | had to hope he didn't think I'd 
walked out on him at the first sign of trouble. Every part of 
me regretted getting in Dad's car with him, but | hadn't had 
a choice. It was just the same as keeping quiet about Mrs. 
K's prescriptions, and | was so done with being bossed 
around by people who thought they could threaten me. 


My impatience rose as the bars on the battery icon bubbled 
up and down, the charge increasing painfully slowly. | 
needed enough life in it for me to put through a call without 
getting cut off the second we started talking. 


It was nearly four in the morning when | finally had enough 
charge, and I'd mostly convinced myself he wasn't going to 
pick up. Not least because of the hour. 


"Ivan. It's me." 


"Becca." The relief in his voice made my heart clench. Had 
he really worried that | wouldn't call? The thought sliced 
through me. 


"I'm so sorry | left. | thought Dad was going to do something 
stupid, and | didn't want you to do anything to him." 


“Becca, | never would. | shouldn't have gotten so angry with 
him. Of course he wants to protect you." 


"Oh God, don't you start. | don't need to be protected like 
that. I'm sorry | freaked out though. | Know you wouldn't 
have hurt him." 


"Becca, | would have snapped his neck if he really meant to 
take you from me." 


As awful as it was, the sheer strength of his feelings for me 
flushed heat right to my core. 


“Don't say that." 


"| would. If | had to. But Joe's my friend. It won't come to 
that." 


"I know. I'm sorry it all got so crazy. | should have told him 
sooner. | had no idea he was going to come and visit." 


“Hush. How could you know? It's okay. We'll sort it out. And 
I'll come get you whenever you want. Have you talked to 
him?" 


"He won't listen. Ivan, he thinks you're using me for god 
knows what. He doesn't understand at all." 


Ivan let out a grunt. "He won't take my calls either." 


"I know. I'm going to try again in the morning. | can't deal 
with having to choose between the two of you. He's my dad, 
but you're..." Everything l'd always wanted. "You're made 
for me. He's got to see that." 


Ivan let out a strangled sound and it curled heat through my 
belly. "God I wish you hadn't gone. You won't have to 
choose, Becca. If it takes me bashing his skull in, he's going 
to accept this." 


| frowned, shaking my head. "No - Ivan, please. Don't." 
"I was joking, Becca. But | meant what I said, | would do 


anything for you. | love you. | want you in my life, and no 
one's going to get in the way of that. Not even him." 


Even across the distance, with everything going so wrong, 

hearing those three little words made something inside me 
glow. This wasn't going to come between us. How could it, 

when what we had was already so strong? 


"I want that too Ivan, and | love you so much. He'll come 
around. | know he will. Once he sees how happy we are. But 
seriously, you have to promise me not to hurt him." 

| heard Ivan draw in a breath, and he huffed a small, dry 
laugh. "I promise. For you. And for him. Even though your 
father's a bonehead, he's still my friend when he's using his 
brain." 

"Thank you." 

For along moment | didn't say anything else, just listened to 
Ivan breathing down the line. The rhythm was so familiar to 
me now, and | felt comforted just hearing him close to my 
ear. 

"Are you in bed?" 

My smile picked up sleepily. "Yes. Are you?" 

"No. | couldn't sleep. Mama was very upset that you left." 
"She was?" 

"Yes. She thinks of you as a daughter already." 

| yawned. Relief was settling in to make my eyelids heavy 


and | let myself snuggle down into the blankets. "I like that. 
Is she okay?" 


Ivan let out a soft hum. "She says she will go and talk to 
some people in the morning. | don't know, maybe she thinks 
if she sends your dad a big enough cherry pie he'll soften 


up." 


| sniggered softly into the phone. "She might be onto 
something. He'd be pretty impressed if she got it couriered 
all the way up here." 


"I don't know. He'd probably decide it was full of Novichok." 
| breathed out against my pillow, and maybe it was the 
tiredness sweeping over me, but | laughed until my ribs 


hurt. It was either that or cry. 


"God, | miss you already and it's only been a few hours. How 
am | going to get to sleep without you in my bed?" 


"Close your eyes. Listen to my voice. You see, I'm right here. 
And tomorrow | will come and get you. We'll be together, 
and you will never have to leave my side again." 


"I like the sound of that." 


CHAPTER 37 


Becca 


The curtains in my bedroom didn't quite meet in the middle, 
letting in a triangular slit of daylight that had been my 
nemesis right from when we first moved in. 


| woke up with a puddle of sunlight in my eyes, far later than 
the light levels usually let me sleep. Sitting up, groggy and 
delirious from the emotional rollercoaster, | looked at the 
display on my radio alarm. 8:40. | realized with a cringe that 
it was already past the start time for my shift at the clinic. 


"Shit. Where's my phone?" 


The charge cable was unplugged and | found my cell next to 
my pillow, jumbled up in the blankets. 


Ivan must have hung up at some point during the night and 

| was slightly disappointed he had. | wanted to talk to him 
every moment that we were apart, but it was probably better 
for my work that he didn't. 


And now the phone was dead again. 


With a groan, | plugged it in and hurried to the bathroom, 
hoping that by the time I got out of the shower, I'd be able 
to put through a call to reception. 


Twenty minutes later | was tugging on my least favorite pair 
of jeans (I'd left them there for a reason), dialing the number 
for reception with one hand. 


"Hello? This is Becca Michaels. I'm so sorry | missed the start 
of my shift. I've had a family emergency, I'm not going to be 
able to come in today." 


"Becca? Is that you? Are you okay?" 
"Katja? Yeah, it's me. I'm fine." 


"Where are you? Ruslan is looking for you. You need to be 
careful, okay?" 


"Wait, what are you talking about? Who's Ruslan?" 


“The man who gives Mrs. Kovalenko the prescriptions for all 
the pills." 


| swallowed hard, feeling a chill come over me. "You know 
about that?" 


"Yes. I'm sorry, Becca. | should have told you." 


"Wait a minute - you said it meant she must have been 
really ill, but the whole time you knew it was for other 
people?" 


"I'm sorry. They told me to make sure you didn't ask 
questions. | can't tell you any more. And if | could | can't 
talk about it here. Please, just keep your head down. They 
have taken Mrs. Kovalenko." 


"Oh my God. What? Why?" 
"You know why Becca. This morning she came and said she 


wasn't going to do what they wanted any more. That she 
didn't have to. They didn't like that. If she doesn't believe 


their threats, they have no control over Ivan, so she is 
worthless to them." 


"Oh God." | cringed. | could hear my own words in there, and 
| knew I was at least partially the reason she'd done 
something so rash. The sinking feeling in my stomach told 
me all | needed to know about what happened to someone 
when they didn't have a value to people like Ruslan 
anymore. The man I'd met with Mama was a real piece of 
work, and the colors in the room dipped darker at the 
thought of what he might do to her. All because of me. 


"You have to tell this to Ivan. You have to tell him everything 
you know." 


"Tell him what? He doesn't want to listen to me. He thinks 
because | am Ukranian, | want all this to happen!" 


"Then talk to Maxim! Please Katja. We have to help her." 


Katja's voice dropped to a fierce whisper. "Maxim is as bad 

as your boyfriend. | should never have told him anything at 
all. You tell him. This is why I'm telling you. He needs to do 

something right now. Before it's too late." 


| felt the panic rise up in me, and tried to hold onto it like a 
physical thing, willing it back down inside me. | couldn't 
freak out. Not right now. The Ukranians wanted Ivan out. | 
knew that already, and now they were trying to get him to 
back down with whatever leverage they had. If Mama paid 
the price because | hadn't told Ivan how tangled up with 
them she was, | was never going to forgive myself. 


Ivan might never forgive me either. 


"Katja... Do you know where Mrs. K is? Please, you've got to 
tell me." 


"No. | don't know. Becca, I'm sorry. | have to go now." 


"Katja, please! Ivan will do everything he can to protect you. 
But we need to get them first, Katja." 


| thought she'd hung up, but then the silence broke again 
with her raspy exhale. "When | find out, I'll send someone to 
find Ivan. He won't have long. He'll have to act fast." 


“Thank you. Thank you so much! He'll protect you, | 
promise." 


Katja let out a breath. "I wish | could believe you, that's not 
your promise to make." 


CHAPTER 38 


Ivan 


In the morning Mama went out just like she said she would, 
first thing. She'd been bustling around the house all night 
instead of sleeping, but she was just as determined as | was 
to ignore the bags under her eyes and carry on. 


Becca and I were going to be fine. There was no point 
obsessing over the ways her father was going to try to keep 
us apart. 


To kick myself into gear, | went back to my apartment to 
grab a shower and a change of clothes. | ended up bench- 
pressing some of my frustrations away. Albany was too far 
away, and | felt my anger bubble up all over again at the 
thought of how Joe had dragged her away. 


She'd only gone because we'd scared her. And that was the 
worst part. | never wanted to see that look in her eyes again. 


Max had made himself scarce since I'd thrown him out for 
holding a gun to Becca's father's head. The man | hoped was 
going to be my father-in-law should never have been 
threatened by anyone other than me and it was going to 
take some smoothing over. 


My car was gone. As long as | got it back, | didn't care. With 
Becca gone because of his stunt, | wasn't in the mood to see 
him and it was good he had sense enough to keep his 
distance. 


| assume the Brit got the message loud and clear. I'd be 
happy if he sorted himself out for the rest of his stay, just as 
long as | knew where to send the money he'd supposedly 
come over here for. The sooner | saw the back of him, the 
better. 


We still had Grigori to deal with, but my head wasn't in the 
game. All | could think about was Becca and how to win Joe 
over without using my fists. It wasn't something that came 
naturally to me these days. Not when it came to Becca. She 
turned me into a neanderthal, or some kind of King Kong, 
only capable of beating my chest and destroying any threat 
to her with my bare hands. 


Sweaty, but a little calmer. | headed through to the 
bathroom to wash up. 

| wasn't expecting a knock on the door. Halfway through 
shaving, | looked through the peephole. My frown darkened 
when I recognized the phone thief, Jerome, standing in the 
corridor with his hood pulled mostly up over his head. 


Wiping the foam off my face with a towel, | snatched up my 
gun and pulled the door open. 


"What are you doing here? | thought | locked you up." 


"Oh shit, it's you." Jerome's eyes bugged out at the sight of 
the muzzle of my gun pointed directly at him. "Don't shoot, 
man, I'm out on bail, just like you said." 


"Who the fuck bailed your sorry ass? And who the hell were 
you expecting?" The last thing | wanted was this kid coming 
around asking for a job right now. | had nothing for him, and 
too much on my plate that needed handling. 


"Shit man, that's cold. | got people. My girlfriend, okay? | 
don't know. She - Katja - shit, you didn't hear me call her 
that - said some Russian gangster dude lived here. Wasn't 
expecting no dirty cop." 


His chin rose as he looked me over, and | had to admire how 
ballsy he was. | frowned. 


"Katja? She works with Becca." And at Tatiana's. 

"Yeah. Yeah | guess she does." 

| wasn't in the mood for this. He needed to get to the point. 
All | wanted to do was drive across the state and get Becca 
back. There was no reason for Katja to be sending me 
messages through Jerome. 


| folded one arm across my chest. "Why are you here?" 


Jerome shifted, scratching at the back of his neck."...Your 
name's Kovalenko, right?" 


"Yas," 
"Okay, well. Then the Russian guy's you." Jerome nodded, 
eyeing the gun. "Hey, man. Can you point that somewhere 


else? I'm trying to help you out here." 


| didn't lower the gun. With a slow exhale, | repeated my 
question. "Let's try again. Why are you here?" 


Jerome swallowed. "Right. The gun stays. Okay, no big deal. 
I'm just being a decent guy here, that's all." 


"Get to the point. You're blocking my doorway." 


"You know a little old lady? Mrs. Kovalenko." 


| bristled at the mention of Mama. What did he have to do 
with her? Why would Katja know her at all. "What about 
her?" 


“They took her to this place. Katja told me to come find you 
before they do something to her." 


"Who took her? What place? You're going to have to give me 
more than that. What is this? You don't even know what 
you're telling me." 


"I don't know. You're asking me for names now? | told you, 
man, | don't know names. It's the guy who pays me for the 
phones. He's got her, and Katja thinks he's gonna do 
something bad, because she doesn't wanna play ball 
anymore, and | don't know man. They all started talking 
Ukranian." 


"Ruslan." | growled, feeling the rage coursing through my 
body. I'd let him go, shown mercy. He was foolish enough to 
make me regret it. "I told you to keep clear of him." 


“Look, I'm trying. He a nasty fuck. | dunno what he's 
planning, but Katja was real scared he was gonna do 
something, otherwise she never would have sent me. | 
swear. She's the only reason I'm here." 


| frowned at him, trying to assess whether he was telling the 
truth. If there was an angle, | couldn't see it. The kid couldn't 
lie for shit. Couldn't even remember not to give me his 
girlfriend's name. | hadn't thought Jerome was her type, but 
maybe she was done with men like Ruslan and Grigori's 
other boys tossing her around between them. 


Maybe | was too trusting because he wasn't one of the 
Ukranians. | was already on high alert at the thought of 
something happening to Mama. 


All | wanted was to go and get Becca, and sort everything 
out with her dad. The last thing | needed today was more 
trouble. But it had found me. 


“Listen to me, Jerome, if you're bullshitting me, | will find 
out. And me and my Russian friends will turn you into a 
grease smudge on the sidewalk. You understand me?" 


His skinny arms shot up high in a surrender gesture. "Man, if 
| could tell you any more, | would. | swear it. All | wanna do is 
make enough money so me and Katja can get out. That's the 
only reason l'm messed with them." 


Against my better judgement | felt myself soften towards the 
kid. He wasn't like Ruslan. | could see that. 


"Okay Jerome. Today's your lucky day. You're my wingman." 
"Oh no. | dunno about that. Like | said, I'm out on bail." 


"Relax," | told him as | reached for my badge. | clipped it 
onto my belt and pulled on the shoulder holster for my 
Glock. "How else am | going to find this place without you, 
huh? You're doing a public service. I'll make sure it's all 
taken into account. I'm a cop, remember." 


| walked us across the road to the precinct, keeping Jerome 
close. As desperate as he was to slink back into the 
woodwork, | couldn't let him. Until | had Mama back, he was 
the only link to the information | needed. 


| thought he might do something stupid, like try to make a 
run for it when | stopped to sign out a patrol car, but one 
glare from me stopped his twitching. 


Any other day, I'd have taken my car, but Ruslan had gone 
after my mother and he'd lied to me. He was set on making 
this public. So | was going to give him that slow death I'd 
promised, but the priority was finding Mama. Everything 
else could wait. 


CHAPTER 39 


Becca 


Off the phone with Katja, | stormed downstairs with the bag | 
hadn't even unpacked slung over my shoulder and | 
grabbed my jacket off the bannister. 


Going through to the kitchen, | opened the fridge, planning 
to grab something quick that | could eat on the move. The 
vodka the night before hadn't done me any favors. Along 
with the short night and all the worry, | felt like a train 
wreck. 


But there was no time to worry about how | felt now. | had to 
get back to Brooklyn. 


Dad looked up from the stove where he was making 
pancakes, the news on mute on the little TV in the corner. 


"Where are you going?" 
"Back to Brighton Beach." 


"Becca, be reasonable! You only just got here. Can we at 
least talk this through?" 


“There's nothing to talk through Dad. But it's not that. You 
don't understand. Something's happened to Mama and it's 
all my fault. | have to help Ivan find her." 


Dad's eyebrows forged together and a look of sadness came 
into his eyes. "It's not your fault, honey. It can't be. She's 


been ill a long time. That's why Ivan brought her over here. 
To get proper treatment. These things just happen, baby." 


"No, Dad, you don't understand. They were using both of us 
to get a whole bunch of drugs-" 


"Ivan got you messed up in drug dealing?" 


"No, the Ukranians! And | wasn't. They just made it seem 
like | was in on it. But | wasn't. And Ivan's going to be in 
trouble too because they've been blackmailing Mama and 
now they're trying to hurt her to get him to do what they 
want - and | have to do something!". 


Dad blinked at me, mouth hanging open and he set the 
Spatula down, frown drawing in. 


"What are you going to do in Brighton Beach? These are 
gangsters you're talking about, Becca." 


"I know Dad. And I don't know what I'm going to do. But 
they're out to get the man | love. Your best friend. And I'm 
the one who should have let him know they were gunning 
for Mrs. K, and I didn't, so | can't just sit here and pretend | 
don't know what's going on." 


| felt so miserable knowing | was so far away and there 
wasn't anything at all that | could do to help. | tried to keep 
it together, but when I drew in a deep breath to calm myself, 
it turned wobbly and my eyes started to well. 


"He's never going to forgive me!" 


Dad looked panicked, just like he did every time | cried. | 
wished he'd just hug me, but that didn't seem to come 


naturally to him. Instead he let out a heavy breath and 
flipped the stove off. 


"Honey, don't cry. It'll be okay. | promise. Get in the car. I'll 
drive you." 


CHAPTER 40 


Ivan 


"Where are we going?" | glanced across to the passenger 
seat, where Jerome has his feet up on the dash. We'd been 
driving around in the car all morning, and my patience was 
starting to wear thin? 


"| dunno. You feeling pizza? | could be feeling pizza." 


My jaw tensed and I slammed my hand down hard against 
the steering wheel. "Not for lunch. We have to find Mama. 
Remember? It's why | haven't shot you yet." 


"Sheesh. | told you man, | don't have a clue. It’s a much 
better view from the front seat of these things, you know 
what I'm saying? Maybe you should ask your girlfriend." 


"What?" 

"Yeah... Becca, that's her name, right? She might know." 
"Why would she know anything?" | didn't like that I'd given 
this idiot kid her name. | didn't like that he knew anything 
about her. 

Jerome shrugged a skinny shoulder. "Her and Katja have 
been all into it with the prescriptions. I'm just saying, it's not 
like Katja's the only one who knows what's been going on 
here." 


"What? What's been going on?" 


Jerome stared at me, holding silence for a long beat. "Nah, 
you're kidding me. You don't know?" 


"Tell me. Now." My patience was wearing thinner by the 
minute. 


"Okay. Okay! You don't got to start threatening to shoot me 
again. We're all Starsky and Hutch now, yeah?" 


"Jerome." 


He shook his head. "Your Mom got hooked in, | guess. 
Probably same as anyone." 


My teeth ground together, thinking back to Ruslan 
describing the scam. He hadn't mentioned Mama. He must 
have been laughing inside the whole time. How had I not 
known that she was involved? Why hadn't Mama told me 
she'd gotten into trouble? 


“Then Becca and Katja - they've been putting the 
prescriptions through the clinic for her. | mean, | guess they 
told your Mom they'd get you arrested or something. Becca 
and Katja they're saying they'll get them struck off, or 
whatever. Katja doesn't want to lose her job. Shit, | thought 
you knew what was going on." 


"Apparently not." | screeched the car down the street, 
feeling the need to burn rubber as my anger rose. 


Becca knew. 


How could she have kept this from me? Mama | could 
understand. She already thought I'd done too much for her, 


made too many sacrifices, and | knew she'd do anything she 
thought she had to, to redress the balance. 


But Becca should have known better. How could she work for 
Ruslan without even telling me something was going on? I'd 

never forgive her if he did something to Mama. How dare she 
come into my home and betray me like that. 


My phone buzzed, almost on cue. Becca's name was 
displayed brightly on the screen, and I hit the button to 
answer the call. 

"Oh my God, Ivan, where are you? I'm at the clinic with 
Katja. | came as soon as | heard about Mama. Dad drove me 
down. Are you okay?" 

"Stop talking. Why didn't you tell me what was going on?" 
"What?" 


"You lied to me, Becca. | Know you knew what was going on." 


| hit the end call button, and turned the car around, heading 
for the clinic with a ball of rage building in my chest. 


CHAPTER 41 


Becca 
"Spread your legs. Hands in the air." 


He'd stormed into the clinic and dragged me outside like a 
man possessed and now I had my ass in the air for him. It 
would have been a lie to say | wasn't turned on. But there 
was a guy riding shotgun in the car, and he had a front row 
seat. 


This felt more like humiliation than a good time. 


All the same, when Ivan's knee nudged between my thighs, 
my pussy got even wetter. Around him I couldn't control 
myself. | whimpered as he shoved me down against the 
hood of the beaten up patrol car. 


His hand was solid at the small of my back, pushing me 
down against the car hard enough to hurt. A curl of arousal 
shot through me, Knowing | was so totally at his mercy. | 
glanced back at him, over my shoulder, feeling my nipples 
pebble at the stern expression he was wearing. 


"God I'm glad to see you." 

He let out a grunt and | waited with my head turned to the 
side, cheek against the hood, for him to press himself up 
against me, letting his hard cock grind against the furrow 
between my ass cheeks. 


But that didn't happen. 


Instead, | felt the snap of Ivan's heavy handcuffs around my 
wrists as he clamped my arms behind me. He squeezed 
them closed tightly and the teeth bit in against my flesh as 
the bracelet shrank to fit. My chest tightened. This wasn't 
like when he'd played with me before, when I'd let him see 
how much his cop gear turned me on. 


| winced as he tightened the cuffs again, making sure the 
metal bit into my wrists. 


"Ivan?" 


| could sense the anger in him and arousal ticked through 
me even as | felt my stomach sink. 


"What are you doing, Ivan?" 
"I'm arresting you for prescription fraud." 


I'd known he was going to be mad with me when it all came 
out, but I didn't think he'd do this. 


"What?" My eyes widened, desperate as | realized that the 
look in his eyes was serious. "No! | was trying to help your 
mom, Ivan. | didn't know-" 

"And you didn't tell me." 

With strong hands, he yanked me to me feet, shoving me 
towards the rear passenger door of the patrol car. My eyes 
widened. He was deadly serious. 


"No. | was trying to help." 


"Well you didn't. And now she's missing. Well fucking done." 


He yanked the door open, his hand on my head, pushing me 
inside like any other criminal. | scrabbled along the back 
seat, turning awkwardly with my hands cuffed behind me. | 
didn't have a choice but to go where he put me. 


"Oh my God, Ivan I'm so sorry. What can | do? Please, tell 
me. I'll do anything." 


"You should have told me, Becca. | could have saved us alla 
whole lot of trouble. But you lied to me instead. And now it's 
too late." 


Just like that, he was writing me off. | could barely breathe 
through the tears. I'd come here to help him, but he didn't 
want to see me at all. My heart ached at the strength of his 
rejection and it felt like he was determined to physically 
sever the connection that we had. 


"I'm sorry, Ivan. Please. It's not too late. Let me do 
something. Please." 


He leaned down into my space, his face inches from mine, 
one hand still on the roof of the car. 


"You want me to ignore my duty as a police officer and let 
you go? Why should | do that, Becca? I'd only have to 
punish you for the Bratva otherwise. You think that would be 
better?" 


| swallowed hard, feeling tears flood into my eyes, clouding 
my vision. Why was he doing this? I'd only been trying to 
help him and he couldn't be so stubborn that he refused to 
see that. My Ivan wasn't like this. | couldn't have gotten him 
all wrong. 


"Because you love me. And you don't want to ruin my career 
and send me to jail, And because | love you. And | want to 
help find Mama. Ivan, please!" 


His face stayed solidly neutral. "How can | trust you again 
when you jeopardized everything keeping this quiet - nearly 
gave the lot to Menshikov? This isn't a game, Becca." 


"I know it's not. You can trust me. It was a mistake! Mama 
asked me not to tell you. | should have known better. She 
thought they were going to destroy you. I'm sorry Ivan. | 
made a mistake." 


He gave a Short shake of his head, and | felt the knot in my 
throat grow larger. What was that saying about ignorance 
not being an excuse? | hated it. 


“These are just words, Becca. You need to learn. Russians 
live and die by their actions. It has to be this way." 


But didn't what we had together count for anything? The 
only thing that mattered to him was the Bratva. Would he 
throw me away just like that? 


| sniffed hard, unable to wipe away the tears that | could feel 
start to trickle down my cheeks. | trusted his eyes and his 
eyes said he didn't want to do this. That gave me some 
hope. Even though he was mad at me, | was still his. His 
body knew we were meant to be together, even when he 
was this angry. But | couldn't guarantee he was ever going 
to come around. 


“Ivan, please. Let me make it up to you." 


"How are you going to do that?" He shook his head and 
slammed the car door closed. The sound rocked through me 


with as much force as if he'd belted me across the face. 
The truth was, I didn't have a clue. 


And Ivan was acting like everything between us was dead 
and done. 


| sank back against the seat, not even caring that the guy in 
the front was witness to my tears. 


A few minutes later, the door opened again and he shoved 
Katja in beside me and | tried to get a hold of myself. 


The guy in the front seat let out a shout of protest. "Hey, 
man! We're helping you out here. You can't go arresting 
everyone here, there and everywhere. Your girlfriend's really 
upset." 


Ivan growled, and for the first time | felt like | understood 
why my Dad had been so scared for me. 


"| need to find Mama. One of you jokers better come up with 
an idea where she is, or I'm going to call Maxim and solve 
the problem that way." 


He turned around, glaring at Katja through the grill 
separating us from the front of the car. 


"Where the fuck is your boyfriend?" 
Katja stared back at him, eyes hard. "Right next to you. 
Ruslan is not my boyfriend. | told your friend Maxim all 


about him. He thinks he-" 


"I don't want your life story. Where is he?" 


Katja shook her head and her eyes lowered to the floor of the 
Car. 


"Time's up, I'm calling Maxim." 


| drew in a sharp breath, swallowing hard. Maybe it was a 
bluff. Maybe Maxim would refuse to do anything to either of 
us, but I'd seen the coldness in his eyes. | didn't want to take 
that chance. 


"Katja, please! Ivan can protect you." | looked at his hard 
profile through the grill, hurt by the way he was trying so 
hard not to look at me. "You will, won't you, Ivan. Do 
whatever you like with me, but if Katja helps, you'll let her 
go and keep her safe, won't you?" 


Ivan nodded his head almost imperceptibly and his eyes 
flashed to mine for a brief moment. "Yes. You have my word. 
Where is she?" 


Katja looked at me struggling against her tears, uncertainty 
in her eyes, and then she nodded. 


"| heard him say something about a deserted cafe." 


CHAPTER 42 


Ivan 


| killed the sirens five blocks out, and screeched the patrol 
car to a halt a half dozen store fronts away from the only 
deserted cafe. In the whole of the bustling row, the dark 
window stood out like a Knocked out tooth. Slamming on 
the brakes hard enough to make the wheels slide, | yanked 
the handbrake on and killed the engine, my door open as 
soon as | stopped. 


"Stay there, Jerome!" | barked. | couldn't even process what | 
was going to do with Becca just yet. 


Mehmet's place was eerily deserted. It was the only place in 
the vicinity that made any sense, and | was pissed that they 
were using my own headquarters for their means. 


| had my service weapon in my hand and I'd radioed for 
back up. I'd velcroed on my flak jacket. Whatever Ruslan 
thought he was playing at, ended now. | had the law on my 
side and | intended to use the full weight of it. 


This time, Ruslan wasn't getting any mercy. 


The side of the building only had a bathroom window 
looking out onto the alley that led to the back, and despite 
the frosted glass, | passed under it with my back to the wall. 
The fence to the yard was falling apart, the boards coming 
away from the posts, and | pulled a couple back to step 
through, ducking under the cross beam they'd come away 
from. 


| knew the back door was even worse than the front. Held 
together with not much more than a hope and a prayer. 


The chipboard door was rotted through and with a shove of 
my shoulder, the lock came away, just like I'd thought it 
would. Hardly any noise. 

| counted to five before | pushed it open, gun drawn. 


The corridor was empty and the light was off. 


| could hear voices. One female. Russian, from the patter of 
it. Or another Slavic language at least. 


| couldn't make out the words, but it could have been Mama. 
Holding my gun with both hands, | walked towards the 
sound, eyes scanning the hallway for anything I'd missed. 
Nothing else was going to surprise me today. | wasn't going 
to let it. 


Shoulder to the wall, | paused long enough to count to five, 
gathering myself before | burst into the back room. 


"On the floor, now!" 
And there was Mama, sat at the table with her reading 
glasses on, teaching the Ukranian muscle men from 


Tatiana's how to knit. 


Her eyebrows notched up, her knitting dropped and her 
hands spread wide at the level of her jaw. 


"Hello Vanya. | don't think you need to shout." 


"Mama, what the hell are you doing?" 
"Knitting. We have tea. You want tea?" 


"No, | don't want tea. Mama, they're minutes away from 
trying to kill you." 


Her eyes widened, appalled, and she snatched her knitting 
up with a scowl at the pair who'd been babysitting her. 


"This is true?" 


The goon closest to her scrunched his nose up and 
shrugged. "Nothing personal, Lady." 


"You two, on the ground. Now. Don't give me an excuse to 
shoot you. Where's Ruslan?" 


The smaller of the goons eyeballed me and his meaty 
shoulders rose in a slow shrug. "He was watching the front 
of the shop." 


ul Shit." 


CHAPTER 43 


Becca 
Jerome twisted back in the front seat to look at us as soon as 
Ivan slammed the door behind him and he'd been watching 
out the rear window for the past ten minutes. Gradually, | 
was pulling myself together. 
| frowned at him. "Don't | know you?" 


He scratched the back of his neck, stretching an awkward 
smile. "Ah, | dunno. Maybe?" 


"| do. I've definitely seen you before." 


Katja let out a sigh. "He mugged you. He's very sorry about 
it." 


"Oh my God! You did. You mugged me. What are you even 
doing out of jail?" 


Jerome shrugged. "Woah. Don't freak out lady. I'm sorry okay. 
| mean, it's not like you didn't get your phone back. Your 
boyfriend went all Rambo on my ass." 


"Damn right he did. Why are you even here?" 


"What can | say? I'm an asset. This is like community 
service." 


| growled. Katja stretched me an apologetic smile. "It wasn't 
anything personal." 


Jerome nodded. "She's right. Look, no offense, lady, but 
we're getting out of here. And there's no way you're coming 
with us, because he's gonna flip his shit if you're not here 
when he gets back. You both heard him." 


| twisted sharply to look out of the back window myself. Ivan 
was nowhere to be seen and Jerome hopped out of the car, 
yanking the passenger door open and hustled to the back to 
open the rear door on Katja's side. 


"No, wait. Katja, he'll help you. He will. But only if you stay." 


She pulled a face at me, as though she didn't quite believe 
that. Of course she didn't. In this place it was everyone for 
themselves. Grigori had been ripping everyone off without 
any care for where they came from or what bound them 
together and Katja hadn't found friends even in her own 
community. 


"I'm sorry, Becca." 


Right when | thought they were about to run off, | heard a 
very familiar voice. | looked out of the window to see Maxim 
standing in front of them. 


"Į really wouldn't run off on him if | were you. Ivan's the kind 
of guy who holds a grudge, and he's pretty good at exacting 
revenge too." 


"Maxim!" | couldn't have been more pleased to see anybody 
at that moment. 


"You didn't think I'd go off and leave without saying 
goodbye now did you? Not in the middle of the pair of you 


having a crisis. I'm assuming you being handcuffed is not 
some kind of bedroom thing." 


"No! Not this time, anyway. I'm so glad to see you. Ivan 
flipped out on me. He arrested me, can you believe that?" 


"Well he always did seem to be a bit power mad." 
"Maxim, seriously. Can you uncuff me? He might need help." 


"Becca, darling. He's doing his police bit at the moment. The 
best thing we can do is keep to the shadows until it's all 
over." 


He settled a hand on Jerome's shoulder, his other arm 
slinking around Katja's neck. "You two are going to make 
yourselves useful and look after Mama when she gets out of 
there. Ferret her away from those beat cops who'll keep her 
snared up for hours. Think of it as your first official 
assignments. I'm sure Ivan will have plenty more lined up for 
you once this little disaster's all over and done with. Tell me, 
are either of you any good with a gun?" 


| cleared my throat, shifting to the edge of the back seat 
with an awkward wiggle. 


"Cuffs, Max. Remember?" 
His smile hitched up and he reached into his pocket for a set 
of keys that looked suspiciously like they would tackle any 


lock in the known universe. "Oh, right. Turn around then. 
Let's get them off you." 


Ivan 


| whirled around on the spot at the sound of a crash in the 
front of the cafe and lunged back out of the door. My pupils 
widened as | dived into the dark corridor and contracted 
painfully as | barrelled into the streaming sunshine coming 
through the windows of the shop front. My radio burbled as | 
called for backup to deal with the goons I'd left Mama with 
and I nearly tripped on the crime scene tape, cordoning off 
Mehmet's murder site from the rest of the room. 


His blood was still all over the floor. 


My eyes focused just in time to see the glass door clatter in 
the frame, and I jumped over the counter, sliding across it 
on one hip. 


Ruslan wasn't getting away from me this time. 


He legged it down the street, barreling straight down the 
middle of the crowded sidewalk and | took chase. 


In a blur of car horns and screeching brakes | crossed over, 
aiming to cut ahead of him. Running down the center of the 
street, | had good enough aim to take him out. For forcing 
Becca to work against me and intimidating Mama, it was 
more than he deserved. Moscow had men who could make 
his death stretch out for days. But out here | was wearing my 
badge, and | had to do a proper take down. 


The cop in me was doing this, whether | liked it or not. 


He turned to me, pulling out his own gun, waving it in my 
direction, popping off a shot without proper aim. 


It whistled clean past me, and | dove back to the sidewalk 
for the cover the parked cars gave me, still running him 


down. | was unstoppable. The rage pumping through me 
made me that way. 


When turned off by the underpass, dodging columns and 
haring it up the steps to the subway, | was twenty paces 
behind him. 


If he got on a train, I'd lose him. But | wasn't going to let that 
happen 


Finding an extra burst of energy, | sprinted up the steps two 
at a time, hauling my way up with the iron handrail. | 
couldn't let him disappear. This ended today. 


| burst through the entrance hall in time to see him jump the 
ticket gates, and | was right behind him. 


"Police! Clear the station. Go. Now!" 


There was only a small crowd on the platform and my eyes 
flashed to the board. 


The next train was due in three minutes and he had nowhere 
left to run, except onto it. 


| couldn't let that happen. 


"This ends here, Ruslan!" My voice echoed out across the 
station. 


Another shot pinged in my direction, and | ducked behind a 
column, taking cover. 


When the train pulled in, the platform would be flooded with 
people. I'd lose any chance I had to get him. And he had to 
go down today. 


"Back off Kovalenko!" 
"It's over Ruslan. No more chances. You're under arrest" 
"I don't think so, Mussor." 


All bets went off the window when Ruslan stepped out from 
behind the column he'd been hiding behind. The kid he had 
in front of him couldn't have been more than thirteen and 
the little girl was clearly petrified. 


She screamed, and Ruslan grabbed the little girl's pony tail, 
yanking her head down as he rammed the butt of his gun 
against her temple. "Shut up." 


| saw red. 


Behind me, | heard the clatter of feet racing up the steps, 
and the burble of my police radio. The cavalry was here, 
right on time. 


| held my hand up, striding into the middle of the platform, 
gun still pointed towards Ruslan. 


"Back off boys. Hostage situation." 


This was between me and him. | didn't want my team 
wading in. He was mine, and | was getting my revenge one 
way or the other. 


| had a shot, if | dared take it. The little girl was shorter than 
him by a long way and his head was a little bobble sticking 
out above his protection. 


"You think you can do this in my precinct? You think I'm 
going to allow that?" 


Ruslan laughed. "You don't got the balls to do anything 
about it! I'm getting on that train. " 


"You give me the kid, right now." 


"No way Your friend was right. You've been away from 
Moscow too long, you've turned soft. You're just a mediocre 
cop now." 


My gaze held, zoned in on the center of Ruslan's forehead. | 
couldn't miss. | wasn't going to. He didn't know a thing 
about who | was, or what | was capable of. But | was going to 
show him. 


"I'm going to ask you one more time, asshole. That's one 
more time than you deserve. Put the gun down and give me 
the kid." 


“Fuck you Koval-" 


The solid kickback of my Glock reminded me why I'd chosen 
it. | breathed out, watching Ruslan slump to the ground, face 
fixed in open-mouthed shock as the rosette blossomed out 
in the center of his forehead, leaking blood down the center 
of his nose. 


"Look at me!" | yelled at the girl, dropping to my knees, gun 
holstered, arms wide to encourage her focus. "Don't look at 
him. Look at me. Come right here. You're safe now. You're 
Safe." 


The last thing any kid needed was the image of the back of 
Ruslan's head splattered out behind him, or the blood 


leaching from the hole in the centre of his forehead between 
his sightless, staring eyes. 


| was the only one who could keep that from her. 


It was something | could live with, knowing I'd protected 
Becca from a man who'd tried to ruin her career. A man 
who'd tried to get my family to work against me. Now the 
whole of Brighton Beach would know that if you tried to fuck 
around with Russians, you’d get burnt. 


One of my officers took the kid off me. A couple of my boys 
secured the scene. 


| pushed my way out through the crowd massing at the 
bottom of the subway steps. 


Mama was standing a little way back with Katja and Jerome 
by her side, and she waved at me, smiling more widely than 
I'd seen her in a long time. | pulled her into a hug, but the 
empty pit in my stomach was still there. 


"Is over now Vanya. l'm sorry | caused you trouble. Don't be 
angry with Becya. She is good girl." 


The sound of Mama's name for her twisted something in my 
gut. Becca was the only one! wanted to see, but her face 
was absent, even among all the people | had to push 
through to get to them. Of course she was. I'd locked her in 
the back of a patrol car. 


And I was an idiot. She'd come back to help me out, and I'd 
yelled at her and arrested her all because she'd made a 
mistake. 


"Where's Becca?" 


Jerome shrugged. "Your friend kind of let her go?" 


CHAPTER 44 


Ivan 


Before | could fully form another thought, | turned around, 
and there she was, flying into my arms as though I'd never 
said a bad word to her. 


"Becca, how-?" 


My heart clenched as her arms gripped tight around my 
neck, squeezing me so hard | had no doubt of the strength 
of her feelings for me. Still stunned, it was a struggle to 
focus on anything else but the woman in my arms, but 
behind her, | realized, was Max, standing waving my cuffs in 
my face with that thin smile of his. 


Becca dropped down to her feet, cupping my face in her 
hands and drawing me into a series of kisses. 


"Oh my God. I heard gunshots. Are you okay?" 


| looked at her, realizing I'd been staring at her without 
saying a word. Hardly hugging her back at all. She hadn't 
been so full of confidence to begin with and now she was 
looking at me like | was about to break her heart. 


"Ivan?" 
| could practically feel the pulse of it in my hand, fluttering 


like a little baby bird, and she was trusting me not to crush 
it. 


How could she think | would? We were meant to be together. 


My hand slid along her neck and | leaned down to catch my 
mouth with hers. She stretched up to reach me, on her toes 
again, her small frame arching into mine. She was 
featherlight, and delicate and every part of me was driven to 
protect her. This was all that mattered. Only her. 


My cock throbbed when her lips parted to grant me access, 
despite the way I'd treated her, and | thrust my tongue into 
her mouth, kissing her with every ounce of the animal desire 
in me that she had forever awoken in me. 


The moan she let out was the most exquisite thing I'd ever 
heard and her hands settled lightly on my arms as though 
she didn't know where to touch. 


All this time she'd been dreaming about me, as though she'd 
known the whole time what | could only just see now. | was 
only just waking up. 

“Damn it, lvan. Aren't you going to say something?" 

| nodded against her shoulder, letting my smile curl in, and 
she squeezed me so tight it felt like she thought | was going 
to disappear. 


"I'm sorry, Becca. | shouldn't have said those things to you." 


"I should have told you though. You're right. | Know that. It 
won't ever happen again." 


| stilled her lips with my thumb. "It doesn't matter now. It's 
over." 


| kissed her hard, knowing that if that had gone wrong, | 
might never have seen her again. The thought made me 
want to hit something. 


She rested her forehead against mine, looking long into my 
eyes. 


"I never want to lose you, Ivan." 

"I never want to lose you either." 

My arm wrapped around her shoulders, holding her close as 
we turned to walk along the street, back towards the 
boardwalk, patrol car long forgotten. 

"Let's go home?" 

"Absolutely. But there's something I've got to do first." One 
way or another, Joe was going to have to change his mind, 


because Becca had to be mine and I wasn't going to waste 
another minute. 


CHAPTER 45 


Ivan 


Standing outside Mama's apartment after a long walk, | 
dialed Joe's number and counted the rings, hoping this time 
he'd pick up. After everything else today, the one thing | 
was sure of was that Becca and | only worked as a team. Joe 
needed to deal with that, because | wasn't holding off on 
anything with her for a single moment longer. 


| didn't expect the front door to open, and | looked behind 
me, caught off guard by the vibrating buzz that timed 
exactly with the ringing in my ear. 


My eyebrows darted up, surprised to see him. But there he 
was, arms folded across his chest like he'd been waiting for 
the pair of us to come home. 


"| thought you were in Albany." 


Becca shook her head, eyes pleading as she looked towards 
her father. 


"He drove me back this morning. He was waiting here in 
case Mama came back. | thought he'd have gone back by 
now. Dad, please be nice. If you want to have another go, 
you can but wait until tomorrow." 


| was fully ready to walk away from him. Tonight was mine 
and Becca's and no one was getting in the way of that. 


"No." Joe looked down at his feet. "I want to apologize." 


"You do?" Becca's face lit up, happiness flooding across her 
features. | let the coiled tension ease out of my muscles. | 
was just as surprised as she was. 


Joe's jaw slackened and he almost visibly sagged at Becca's 
reaction. 


"Yes. | saw what you did on the news. With that guy with the 
kid at the subway station. I'm sorry. It came up on TV - | saw 
everything. | was wrong about what | said. You're a decent 
guy, Ivan. You always have been. | can see that. You haven't 
changed one bit." 


"| told you, didn't | Dad?" 


Joe let out a heavy sigh. "You did. | just didn't think | could 
believe it. With... the other side of him, and all." 


Becca shook her head. "Dad. There's only one side to Ivan. 
He's the same whether or not he's working as a cop. You'll 
see. That's why | love him." 


Right then, | knew that Becca understood me in a way I'd 
never dared hoped for. The only thing that drove me was my 
moral code. | did what | had to to protect my own, and I'd 
done that for as long as I'd been alive. There was nothing 
anyone could do to change that. And Becca wasn't going to 
try. 


| pulled her into me, claiming her mouth in a possessive kiss, 
not giving a damn about what Joe thought of it. Seeing me 
kissing her was something he was going to have to get used 
to. 


Becca 


Dad cleared his throat after a minute, and | pulled away from 
Ivan, feeling just as starry-eyed as | always did when he 
kissed me. It was always so difficult to stop when it felt so 
right to be with him, but it was definitely weird to know Dad 
was watching. 


| looked over at him a little awkwardly, as Ivan's hand 
settled around my waist. 


"I'm going to have to get used to that." 
"Yes," said Ivan. "You are." 


| bit my lip, feeling a swell of love for him at his 
uncompromising tone. Nothing was going to get between us 
ever again. 


For a moment | thought Dad might say something, but then 
he just swallowed it down. 


"Anyway. Come in. I’ve got some chili on the stove. | didn't 
know when you'd be back, but | figured you'd be hungry. 
And Mrs. K and your... uh, friend, seem to think | did the 
right thing." 


Inside, the warm cooking smells relaxed me more than 
anything else. Finally, there was no more tension and no 
more worries. Dad had resigned himself so quickly that it felt 
like he must have hit his head, or maybe | was dreaming. 
But it was fine by me. Ivan rescuing that little girl wasn't the 
whole story, but it didn't matter if it got Dad to remember 
who his friend was underneath. 


Max held up a hand in a static wave of greeting from a seat 
at the kitchen table, barely looking up from his computer, 
and Mama crossed the room, pulling me in against her 
bosom for a fierce hug. 


"Becca! Is all okay now. Everything is good. Everybody here. 
You two together. Just where supposed to be." 


"Mrs. K's been telling me how good you are for Ivan. For 
each other," Dad admitted, setting out plates and then 
pausing awkwardly rather than asking Max to move the gun 
he'd set down in front of one of the seats. He held onto the 
rest of the stack and smiled a little grudgingly. "I guess | can 
see that. He's needed someone to soften out those hard 
edges he’s had for as long as I've known him." 


The tension eased from my shoulders. Teasing was good. 
Teasing was really good. It was only a short stretch from that 
to the pair of them staying up late into the night jawing 
away, like they always used to. Only now, I'd definitely be 
kicking Dad out before it got too late, so | had at least a few 
hours with Ivan to myself. 


“Hard edges?" Ivan crossed to the fridge and pulled out a 
handful of beer bottles that | knew Mrs. K kept in there 
entirely for him. He used the heel of his hand to shuck the 
Caps against the edge of the table. "I don't know what you 
mean." 


Beer in hand Maxim looked up and offered a toast. "Cheers." 
As though just realizing why Dad had stopped setting the 
table, he picked the gun up with a flash of a smile, 


holstering it again. "All happy family again now. Good man." 


“Maxim, have you been threatening my Dad again?" 


"Threatening is a very loaded word, Becca. We were having 
some serious conversation, that's all." 


| narrowed my eyes. | Knew what serious meant. "How 
serious?" 


"You worry too much. Ivan, have you told her she worries too 
much?" 


Dad let out a laugh, and he took a swig of his own beer. "She 
likes to know what's happening. Plans everything out. That's 
my Becca." 


Ivan growled. "My Becca." 


| laughed, finally letting myself relax in the middle of the 
strange new family that had formed around me. "You're both 
wrong. That's me." 


That's all this had been from the start. Getting with Ivan was 
the only plan I'd had besides becoming a doctor that had 
mattered to me for years. 


Again, Ivan's arm settled in around me, and I nestled in 
under his bulging bicep, curled in against the mound of his 
pec. There wasn't anywhere in the world | felt safer, and 
after all this time, and all my plans, there was finally nothing 
standing in the way of us being together. 


CHAPTER 46 


Becca 


We said goodbye to Dad the next day after we'd promised to 
come up and visit, and the rest of the week passed by ina 
blur. 


Ivan had reports to file and Mama had statements to make. 
Ivan managed to keep me out of it, for the most part, except 
for a small statement about what Ruslan had said to me. 
Jerome and Katja came up with documentation of Grigori's 
scheme, and Ivan worked late into the night to pull it all 
together. 


The clinic closed for a few days while it was investigated, 
and the rest of my placement was cancelled, but it didn't 
matter. Ivan and I had a few weeks planned together before | 
needed to start on my Med School applications, and we had 
lots of plans to think about the future and how our 
relationship was going to work, what was going to happen 
next. 


More importantly, though. We finally had time all to 
ourselves. 


Ivan had the patrol car for the weekend, and we were 
making the very best use of it that we could. 


"Please, Detective Kovalenko. Let me show you how sorry | 
am for being such a bad girl." 


| loved playing cop with him, and | could tell from the 
nightstick testing the seam of his pants, that Ivan loved it 
too. He had right from the beginning. 


"How are you going to do that?" 


Without another word, | scrabbled to my knees, edging 
closer and | leaned forward, pressing a kiss to the bulge at 
his crotch, relishing the catch of the metal cuffs against my 
wrists. "I could start like this." 


| bit my lip, already salivating at the thought of taking his 
beautiful cock in my mouth. As if it was the last time he let 
me be with him, and | never got to have the life with him 
that | wanted, then at least | could have this memory. The 
thought was ridiculous after all we'd shared, and | knew it, 
but sometimes it felt like all | needed was him to die happy. 
And | had that, so what more could | really expect? 


My eyes went purposefully to his crotch again and then | 
looked up at him. "Anyone could walk by at any minute." 


| saw his jaw ripple as he clenched his teeth, and then the 
hand braced on the doorframe dropped to undo his fly. He 
was already half hard, and by the time he pulled his cock 
out for me, his engorged head was pushing past his foreskin. 


"You better hurry up, then." 


| licked my lips, more hungry for him now than I’d ever 
been. | knew he would never deny me, and | would never 
deny him anything in the world. 


Balancing carefully, | licked along his length, engulfing his 
head with my mouth and letting my tongue flicker over the 
slit at the top, then rimming around the edge of the helmet 


of his heavy cock, relishing the slightly salty taste and the 
musky smell of him. 


Ivan didn't groan, but he let out a steady, slow sigh like he 
was fighting to control himself and that was all the 
encouragement | needed. 


The tinted windows in the back of the cop car were all the 
privacy | had. If anyone came by and stopped us, Ivan would 
get in so much trouble. But I didn't care. And from the way 
his cock pulsed against my tongue, he didn't either. 


With his hips filling the doorway, | didn't get to meet his 
eyes. But this wasn't about me. This was about showing Ivan 
I'd do anything he wanted. 


That had always been true, but | wanted to make him 
believe it too. 


With my hands held firm behind me, the only thing I could 
use on him was my mouth. That wasn't going to hold me 
back. 


| let out a hum as I closed my lips around him, sliding his 
length as far into my mouth as | could manage, keeping my 
teeth sheathed. His hips canted forwards, seeking more 
depth and | let him fuck my mouth, pulling off and pushing 
back onto him, in time with the jerking of his impatient hips. 


| groaned again as | swallowed him down, lapping at his 
spongy head with my tongue, and he pushed in deeper, 
filllng my mouth so all | could do was bob my head back and 
forth, hollowing out my cheeks to suck along his length, 
hoping to give him all the stimulation he needed. 


| longed to fondle his balls, but all | could do was strain 
against the cuffs holding my wrists together behind me. | 
writhed on the back seat, trying to find a little release of my 
own, crossing my legs to press my thighs together, but it 
wasn't enough. | needed more friction than | could give 
myself, and Ivan was standing tall, refusing to do a thing to 
help me out. 


Seeing him playing cop had turned me on before, but now 
he was really flexing his law enforcement muscles and it 
turned me on even more. 


| let out another groan, letting the sound lengthen to vibrate 
into his girth and | hollowed out my cheeks, bobbing my 
head with determination. 


"Becca, you feel so good." 


With a deep groan of his own, Ivan tangled his large fist in 
my hair, guiding the motion of my head as I took him into 
my mouth. | loved the way he was using me - his hands 
purposeful and direct but never cruel. That was Ivan all over, 
and | loved him for it. 


| bobbed my head again, keeping a steady pace even as the 
ache in my jaw grew and grew. My tongue flickered over his 
head again, and Ivan let another moan out as his cock 
pulsed, shooting deep into my mouth. 


| swallowed all that | could, pulling off him with a sticky slurp 
and a groan of my own. 


Like it or not, | was at his mercy and if he chose to get into 
the drivers' seat after he was done and leave me without 
any release of my own, there wasn't a thing | could do to 


stop him. Knowing he had that power over me made me 
want him all the more. 


"Is my community service done now, officer?" 
Ivan growled, his eyes flaring heat as he looked down at me. 


"That's Detective to you. And, no. Not nearly." 


CHAPTER 47 


Ivan 


"What's going on here?" Grigori Menshikov looked suitably 
concerned when | walked into Tatiana's flanked by two other 
cops. 


It was late, but | didn't care. I'd spent the night working to 
push this through and | wasn't going to wait a minute more. 


| slammed my warrant down on the table and stood back, 
arms folded across my chest. 


It felt good to be making this arrest, cleaning up my area. 
The man had crossed a line targeting our own people, and 
he'd forgotten there was supposed to be honor among 
theives. All that he'd done with Ruslan to try to get us 
Russians out was all for nothing now. He'd been careless and 
greedy, and now | had him right where | wanted him. 


Thanks to Katja and Becca, the trail of paperwork was easy 
to find. His storefront clinics were at the heart of it all, and 
the doctors he employed had never seen many of the 
patients supposedly on their books. 


"Grigori Menshikov, put your hands above your head. You're 
under arrest for defrauding the state." 


For threatening Mama, he was going to get what was coming 
to him in the cells. I'd make sure he was shipped to a prison 
where he had no friends, and we had plenty. He would learn 
exactly what happened when you crossed the Bratva. 


Panic entered his eyes, and he tensed as though he was 
about to bolt. 


"Don't run, Grigori. | will shoot." Out of shape and greying, | 
had no real concern that he would. For once, | wasn't going 
to have to give chase. 


This had all been a matter of appearance for him, and | 
understood that to some degree. The man was living in a 
bygone age, where it was enough to throw your weight 
around to take control of an area. But the time for Brighton 
Beach having a king was over. There was no crown to wear, 
but there was money to be made if you helped things along. 


That's all I'd ever done, and all | was put here to do, but 
Grigori wanted more. And he signed his own arrest warrant 
when he got my family involved. Ruslan had played him as 
much as anybody, making him think all it would take was a 
bit of brute force to get control back. He should have been 
ecstatic | was here as a cop. 


Ruslan hadn't been so lucky. He'd taken the brunt of a 
Russian revenge first hand. Grigori's fate was going to be 
much more drawn out behind bars. 


"Cuff him." 


CHAPTER 48 


Ivan 


Outside the airport, | handed Maxim an envelope thick with 
the cash from the Bravta's funds, and he folded it into his 
jacket pocket, clasping my hand in his in a firm handshake. 
This time, we hugged each other like the brothers that we 
were. Whatever our accents and our outlooks, the Bratva 
was a bond we couldn't deny. 


Becca was leaning against the passenger side of the car, 
smile brimming over, and | had no idea what was going 
through her head. "Goodbye Max. Have a Safe flight." 


| fought the urge to growl as he ducked down to press a kiss 
against her cheek, clenching my fist by my side. | doubted | 
was ever going to get over the murderous urge that 
threatened to take me over whenever another man touched 
her. 


"I'll see you again, | hope." 


"Of course you will. You're always welcome to come stay." 
Her eyes darted to mine and that smile of hers peaked 
again. "With us." 


Toropov nodded, and turned away, patting me on the 
shoulder as he hefted up his bag like it weighed nothing at 
all. Once again, he looked like an ordinary man and | knew 
as soon as he touched down on the runway at London 
Heathrow, he would disappear into the crowd like the ghost 
that he was so used to being. 


He looked to the side, checking the proximity of the people 
closest to us, and his voice lowered a notch. 


“Listen to me, Ivan. I've been talking to Valentin. He wants 
to bring you back into the fold. You don't have to be on your 
own out here. When he makes a move, he wants to know 
he's got your support." 


| nodded slowly. There was no doubt that Maxim was an 
intelligent man. He understood the way of things, and he'd 
clearly seen the same writing on the wall I had. But he'd 
been in a position to talk to Timoshenko's understudy 
directly. 


"You're a good man. You've been loyal this whole time. He 
appreciates having men he can trust. Would you want to go 
home, Ivan? To Moscow." 


| eyeballed him, trying to determine whether or not he was 
telling the truth. Not so long ago I would have grabbed the 
opportunity he was offering with both hands. But now it was 
different. 


The reality of leaving would be giving over this place to 
someone else, it would be taking Becca to a place where she 
didn't speak the language and the medical degree she 
wanted to work towards would be as good as useless. Our 
children would grow up speaking a language she didn't 
understand. She wouldn't get to show them all the things 
that had made up her childhood, or share them with her 
father. 


| drew in a deep breath and shook my head. | didn't need to 
look back towards the car to know my answer. "Brooklyn is 


my home now. | belong here. You're always going to need a 
man here." 


Maxim patted me on the shoulder again and nodded. A man 
like him knew the sacrifice | was making in never going 
back, of choosing to continue to stay in the post of exile. 
Always to be seen as the untrustworthy outsider in the land | 
lived in. He must have made the same choice, in a way. 


"You're a good man, Ivan. Valentin's going to look out for 
you. You're under his roof now; he doesn't let his brothers go 
cold." 


When he stepped away, he'd left an unmarked envelope in 
my hand. 


"What the hell is this, Maxim?" 


"A beautiful solution. Just go with it, Ivan. It's all under 
control." 


CHAPTER 49 


Becca 


In the passenger seat of the car | looked across to Ivan with 
a curious expression. | sat up a little straighter, cocking my 
head to the side as he took a turn | hadn't expected him to 
take. 


This wasn't the way back to his apartment. 
"Where are you taking me?" 
"Just a little tour of the neighborhood." 


We were heading east of Brighton Beach, further into the 
peninsula, rather than taking the road that ran up to 
Sheepshead Bay. | couldn't think of a single reason why he'd 
take me there. 


Manhattan Beach had always been prosperous. The bay was 
pristine. What it lacked in the bustle of Brighton Beach, it 
made up for in the seaside feel of the pretty, curved sandy 
beach. But it was mostly residential. The houses stood, low 
rise and regular, comfortably in their own yards. Lawns 
neatly mowed. No doubt, it was a few rungs up in the world 
compared to Brighton Beach with its pell-mell of stores and 
cafes and restaurants, but there was no real reason to go 
there unless it was where you lived. 


It was close to the beach, and the boardwalk. Close to the 
Oceana Complex. And it had more of a family feel to it. 


| narrowed my eyes at Ivan, suspicion starting to worm in. 
"Just a little tour?" 
"That's what | said." 


His lips quirked into a grin | wouldn't have noticed if | didn't 
know him as well as | did. 


"You like it here, or you like more bustle?" 


| bit my lip. "I don't know. The houses are nice. You can't get 
houses like this in Brighton Beach so easily." 


Or at all. Mostly it was apartment buildings, and anything 
with more than three bedrooms was almost impossible to 
find. Even in the Oceana Complex, square footage was 
limited, no matter how much you were prepared to pay. 


| wouldn't have cared where we lived, just as long as I got to 
be with Ivan. I'd settle for bunk beds and a pull out couch 
but in an ideal world, there would be a guest room for Dad to 
come and stay, and at least two rooms for the kids | could 
see in our future. 


We'd talked about family that night on the beach, but | 
didn't really know what Ivan was thinking. 


He nodded. "And it's not so far from Mama. It's a good 
location." 


| didn't want to say it, but it would be great to bring a family 
up here. These were like the house's Dad had moved us 
upstate to find. Only they were right here. Expensive, but 
right here. 


| knew there was a limit to what we could spend, without 
drawing attention to Ivan's Moscow associations and | wasn't 
convinced any of the houses we were driving past were the 
kind of thing a cop's salary would stretch to. 


"You wouldn't want to go to Sheepshead Bay?" | knew the 
area was another center for Russian immigrants, and while 
Manhattan Bay had its share, it wasn't usually the go-to 
option. 


Ivan shrugged. "I like the shops at Brighton Beach better, 
and it's not so much further to the precinct from here. Just a 
couple streets over. Sheepshead's got no beach. It's all 
about the boats. And | don't have a boat." 


| grinned at him. "You could get a boat." 
"| don't want a boat. I want a house." 
"Yeah?" 

"Yes." 


He pulled up outside a house with a for sale sign out front, 
and | felt my heart clench in my chest. | hadn't been wrong. 
He wanted us to move here. 


It was beautiful, with white paint and grey-blue slates on the 
roof. Little dormer windows peeking out from the slope of 
tiles that came down to form the roof of the wrap around 
veranda. 


| could see myself sitting out there, watching our kids play, 
or having a drink with Ivan on a summer evening. It looked 
like there was a decent sized yard out back too, and down 

the end of the street | could see the blue glint of the ocean. 


"Why are we here?" Until he said it out loud, | wasn't going 
to trust it. I'd spent too much time on daydreams, and | was 
learning that reality was better. 


"I thought you might like to see our new home before we 
buy it." 


"What?" | let out a shriek and immediately covered my 
mouth with my hand."Oh my God, are you serious? It's 
gorgeous. But - your salary. This place - won't it look 
Suspicious?" 


Ivan shrugged. "You have a distant relative who has just 
died. It's very sad, but they have left you exactly enough 
money to pay for this house. It's quite fortuitous." 


"Me?" | stared at him. | knew full well | didn't have any such 
relative. "You're giving it to me?" Of all the things I'd ever 
thought would happen, being given that kind of money was 
never even on my radar. | frowned, struggling to process it 
all, and | stepped back. "Wait. Is this some kind of pay off?" 


Ivan barked a short laugh, and he shook his head, eyes 
glinting with his amusement. 


"No, Becca. Please." 

"Then..?" 

Before | could ask anything else, Ivan got out of the car. He 
crossed around in front of the hood and yanked my door 


open, tugging me to my feet. 


"Come." 


He had the keys in his hand, and | got goosebumps all over 
when we walked up the front steps. It felt like coming home 
before Ivan even opened the door. 


He let it swing on its hinges, opening in to a bright hall. | 
held my breath, taking in the pale hardwood floors that 
swept on through the house, giving it a clean modern feel. It 
wasn't rustic like a beach house, but the chic muted blues 
and greys reminded me how close the ocean was. 


Ivan took my hand, leading us through to an open living 
room with a fireplace on one wall and | curled in against his 
side, wrapping myself in his arm. | could picture us sitting 
here, wrapped up in a furry blanket, watching the coals burn 
from a deep, comfortable sofa. | could picture him laying me 
down on a sheepskin rug in front of the flames and taking 
me right there on the floor. Everything was exactly how | 
would have wanted it. 


Large bifold doors opened out onto a deck, where there was 
a brick-based barbecue and enough space for a table and 
chairs. Beyond the deck was a lawn with enough space for a 
swing set, or for kids to ride tricycles and dig in the dirt. 


When | looked up at Ivan, he was watching me with a soft 
smile on his face. 


"You like?" 
"I like very much." I said. 
"Good. Me too. You have excellent taste." 


| grinned at him, letting my eyes linger over his muscled 
chest and his neatly nipped in waist. "I kinda do, don't 1?" 


The kitchen was through an archway. Large enough to have 
a table for us all to sit around. | could picture myself at the 
stove, perfecting my borscht recipe for lvan. Maybe Mama 
would show me how to make more of his favorites too. 


This was somewhere we could really have a home together, 
and | couldn't wait for that life to start. 


Along the hall, there was a cozy study and a downstairs 
bathroom with a shower that would be great for coming in 
from the beach all covered in sand. 


The staircase curled around to the upstairs landing, the 
honey colored hardwood continued up the stairs and | 
trailed my hand along the bannister as | walked slowly up 
the steps. The tall window that ran the height of the 
staircase gave a changing view and as | got higher, the 
glimpse of the ocean at the end of the road became clearer. 


It was so light and airy, and there was so much space 
compared to Mama's cramped but cozy apartment. Ivan's 
place was somewhere I'd always think fondly of, but only for 
the memories. It wasn't even close to the home that this 
could be for us. 


He wrapped his arms around my waist, cozying into me from 
behind, and | couldn't stop the peak off satisfaction going 
through me at the press of his cock, at least half hard, 
against my back. | leaned back against him, reaching my 
hand up to smooth my fingers along his neck and | twisted 
around enough to reach his lips. 


"Let's go see the bedrooms." 


ul Okay." 


"You reckon this is the master?" 


| peered into the largest of the rooms, noting closet doors as 
well as an ensuite. The large window that stretched nearly 
from floor to ceiling was what took my attention the most, 
drawing me to that ocean glimpse again, but Ivan's hand on 
my arm stopped me from stepping inside the room. 


"Uh-unh." 
"Huh?" 


In a split second, he ducked down, arms scooping me up, 
and I let out a shout of a laugh, clinging to him as he carried 
me over the threshold. 


"I think that's supposed to be after we're married, Ivan. And 
isn't it supposed to be at the front door?" 


| dusted off Ivan's shirt for the excuse to touch his chest 
once he set me back down on my feet. He still had that 
sparkle in his eyes and he leaned down to kiss me, his lips 
soft but purposeful against mine. 


When he pulled back, I was breathless and ready for more. 
Just one touch from him was enough to get me panting and 
he knew it. 

"| didn't want to jinx it." 

"Jinx what?" 

His hand went to his pocket, and Ivan dropped to one knee. | 


let out a gasp and my hand darted to my mouth. Was he 
serious? He couldn't be serious! 


| was in tears before he even opened the small velvet box, 
and | could barely see what was inside because my eyes 
were so blurry. 


"Oh my God, Ivan. Yes." 


"I haven't asked you yet, woman. Be patient for once in your 
life." 


| snorted a laugh, sniffing back tears and nodded, trying to 
calm my breathing. "Okay. Okay, I'm sorry. Go again." 


Ivan let out a deep breath, and he shook his head gently. | 
saw nothing but adoration for me in his eyes, and it was 
mirrored in mine with adoration for him. 


"Will you marry me, Becca, and be my wife? | want 
everything of mine to be yours." 


| nodded, tugging on Ivan's hand to get him back up on his 
feet. Flinging my arms around his neck, | pulled myself in 
against him, attacking his lips with a flurry of kisses. "Yes. 
Yes, yes, yes." 


"Hold still." 


Ivan pulled the glinting ring out of the box and held my 
hand awkwardly as he tried to thread the ring onto my 
finger. With a smile, | guided his clumsy hands, feeling 
another swell of emotion as | finally saw the ring on my 
finger. It looked like it was always meant to be there. 


Three slim bands twined around each other. Rose gold and 
yellow gold rolled around a third white gold band studded 
with diamonds. A Russian ring from my Russian man. 


"It's perfect." 

This was everything I'd ever wanted. My dream come true, 
and none of it would have happened if Mama hadn't been 
bringing enough pills home with her to slay an elephant. | 
let out a laugh, and Ivan looked at me. 

"What?" 


"We never would have gotten here without Grigori 
Menshikov. Maybe | should send him a wedding invite." 


"Oh, he's not getting out on bail. It's not Little Odessa 
anymore. Brighton Beach is ours." 


"Good." | never wanted anything to threaten what we had 
here, or the community Ivan worked so hard to protect. 


Ivan smiled and reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind 
my ear. "You have a ruthless streak. | like it." 


| blushed slightly, curling into his arms again. "Only when it 
comes to protecting the people | care about, Detective 
Kovalenko. Just like you." 


"| love you Becca." 


"| love you too." 


EPILOGUE 


Ivan 
Six Months Later 


The heat of the sun seeped into my bones, and | stretched 
lazily, rolling my shoulders. Inactivity didn't suit me, but for 
Becca, | could lie on a beach for hours. 


Rolling over onto my side, | had a better view of my perfect 
wife dozing next to me under the shade of a palm tree. Her 
toes were buried in the pale silver sand, and the taut swell of 
her belly was shiny with suntan lotion, and steadily going a 
deeper shade of bronze. 


After the wedding, plane tickets to the Bahamas had turned 
up with our names on them. A hotel booking came through 
in a separate envelope. They arrived special delivery on 
Valentine's Day. | got the message. It wasn't especially 
subtle. 


The boss-to-be was stating his claim. As long as it benefited 
me and mine, I'd let him. 


So now, finally, | had my time alone on a beach with the 
woman | loved. Listening to the waves lap at the shore and 
the wind rustle the leaves over us while we lazed in paradise 
on the company's expense wasn't the worst thing in the 
world. And we had nothing to do for another ten days other 
than enjoy each other and soak up the sun. 


Timoshenko had sent a bottle of champagne. It didn't quite 
have the same weight behind it. 


| slid my hand over her navel, and Becca's lips twitched as 
they baby inside her kicked against my palm. The fluttering 
of her skin made me laugh. 


"Hello, Ivanovich." My son. 


She cracked an eye open, pulling her sunglasses down her 
nose a little. 


"He always knows it's you." 
"Of course. It should be that way." 


Feeling our child inside her did things to me that | couldn't 
even comprehend. Becca had always made me crazy - | 
couldn't do enough to protect her, but above all, | wanted to 
ravage her, and make her mine. Now that she was, and she 
was Carrying our baby to prove it, my urges were the same 
but even more so. 


| have could easily killed anyone who looked at her funny, 
because it wasn't just her anymore, she was growing our 
future inside her. And it was the most beautiful thing I'd ever 
seen in my life. 


My hand slid along the inside of her thigh, smoothing along 
the sleek, bronzed skin, sneaking along towards her bikini 
bottoms, and Becca let out a soft moan as | teased along the 
hem. Her smile curled, and she let me pull her close enough 
to kiss. 


"| was just dreaming about you." 


"Oh yeah. What did | do?" 


Becca bit her lip, letting her teeth dig into the plump flesh 
and she let out a needy kind of sigh. "So many things. | 
think we should go back to the room. Maybe I'll show you 
what we got up to in the shower." 


| let out a groan, already hard in my swim trunks and 
calculating the fastest way to get back to the room without 
running into any of the other guests. | didn't have my gun 
with me, but anyone who dared to get in my way was going 
to fear for their lives. 

"Are we going to need my handcuffs?" 

"Always." 

"Good thing | put them in my suitcase." 

With a playful growl, | scooped Becca up in my arms, lifting 
her bridal style and carrying her back to our room and she 
clung to me the way she always did. The way | knew she was 
always going to. And | was never going to let her go. 


She was mine. 


My love. My life 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Becca 
One Year Later 


| straightened Ivan's hat, giving his shoulder a brush to 
make sure there was no lint on his dress-uniform, and he 
leaned down to kiss me, drawing me bodily in against him as 
he slipped his tongue into my mouth, until | could feel his 
cock nudge against my inner thigh. | let out a laugh, 
drawing back. 


“Behave yourself, mister. There are a whole bunch of 
reporters with cameras over there." If we hadn't been in 
public, we both knew | wouldn't have stopped him. It had 
already taken us three hours to leave the house, because 
something about his cop uniform and his gleaming 
handcuffs did things to me that | had trouble explaining. 


| cleared my throat, bouncing our chubby little boy on my 
hip. "Doesn't Daddy look smart, Dimi?" 


Dmitri Ivanovich Kovalenko was only six months old, with a 
name bigger than he was, but he already adored his daddy. 
His little eyes lit up every time he came home from work, 
and right now they were fixed on all his shiny buttons. He 
waved a fist, giving an excited shout, and | jiggled him on 
my hip again, cringing a little as | kissed his soft, warm hair. 


| didn't want to be the mom who couldn't keep her baby 
quiet right at the most important part of the day. But most of 
me didn't care. He could scream his lungs out at the top of 


his little voice and he'd still be the most important person in 
my world. Alongside Ivan. 


| never thought I could love anyone as much as my husband, 
until he came along and proved me wrong. 


"Don't worry so much, Becca. l'Il kill anyone who has a 
problem with him. He likes to make noise. Just like his 
mama." 


| rolled my eyes at my husband, feeling a blush creep into 
my cheeks. "You get up there. They're waiting for you." 


He might have been joking about killing them, but the rest 
was true, and Ivan never let me forget it. He was always 
looking for new ways to make me scream when we were 
alone in the bedroom, and it wasn't difficult. Every time he 
touched me, | remembered the first time he took me. All the 
times after that had only made me more addicted to his 
touch. 


Dmitri squirmed, blowing bubbles and | wiped the drool 
away from his face. He was all dressed up in his little suit 
and | wanted him to look good at least for the photos. 


| passed my phone over to my Dad."Can you make sure you 
get a good picture? | don't want to miss it if | have to duck 
out." 


Mrs. K held her arms open, offering to take Dmitri for me, but 
| shook my head. "He's fine. I've got him, thanks Mama." 


Selfishly, | wanted as much time with my baby as I could get 
before | started med school in the fall. Mama would be 
taking him a few days a week, and we'd have to get a nanny 
before we could enroll him in daycare. | was absorbing as 


much of him as | could before it came down to that. As much 
as | longed to start my career, everything about being 
Dmitri's mom felt right in a way I'd never thought possible. 


| had everything | could have ever wanted, and it was all 
because of Ivan. 


Med school was my dream just as much as our family 
together, and I loved that he was prepared to do everything 
he could to make sure | got to have it all. 


Right now even the thought of leaving Dimi anywhere all 
day gave me anxiety, but | didn't have to start anything 
before | was ready to. | could defer my place a year or more 
if | wanted to. lvan would support me whatever | decided. 
He'd already made that clear, and | loved him so much for it. 


Whenever I was ready, | could go back to school, Knowing 
our baby couldn't be more loved. 


For all that Dad had protested us getting together, he'd 
been our biggest champion ever since. Ivan joked it was 
because he was scared he'd end up like Ruslan otherwise, 
but | knew different. 


They were back to having beers together in the evening 
when Dad came to visit, and chatting on Skype or on the 
phone. The only time | saw them arguing was over which 
one of them had more photos of Dmitri on their phones, or 
who had seen him smile first. 


| never thought | would have loved being pregnant as much 
as | did, and having Dimitri only made me all the more sure 
that there were going to be a lot more babies in our future. 
The sleepless nights had been more than worth it. | couldn't 
wait to do it all over again, but as Ivan kept telling me, we 


had time. His position here was secure. The Ukranians had 
fallen into line. lvan had more people to work with. The 
pressure was Off. 


And that was a good thing. | wanted Dimitri to be a little 
older before he had to share our attention, but whether that 
plan panned out or not was yet to be seen. | still couldn't 
keep my hands off my gorgeous husband. I'd been pregnant 
on our wedding day, and sometimes it felt like | ovulated on 
sight of him, as though my body knew that he was supposed 
to be the father of my children and was too impatient to 
wait. 


Today, he was getting the recognition he deserved, and | 
couldn't have been more proud. 


"It's been a long time coming. We'd like to honor one of our 
longest standing Brighton Beach Detectives for all his work 
in bringing Grigori Menshikov to justice. Detective 
Kovalenko is being publicly recognized today for his service 
to the NYPD. The people of Brooklyn salute you for your 
tireless efforts in keeping the streets of this precinct free of 
crime." 


The small crowd exploded into applause and | let out a 
woop. 


A barrage of camera flashes went off as Ivan posed for a 
photograph, shaking the Police Commissioner's hand as he 
took the medal of special commendation. 


| couldn't stop smiling. 


Beside me, Jerome let a whistle, and Katja let out a whoop of 
her own. 


The pair of them were adorable. And after all Ivan had done 
for Jerome, he'd been keen to install himself as Ivan's right 
hand man. Whatever he needed doing was no trouble at all. 
It was perfect for us. While before, Ivan had been the only 
one keeping an eye on the flow of business, now Jerome was 
keeping tabs for him, with a little help from Katja. 


Everything was falling into place for us. 


Ivan's standing as a police officer had only improved since 
he'd arrested Menshikov. Even Timoshenko managed to 
compliment him on a job well done, and as Maxim had said, 
change was in the air in Moscow. 


We hadn't heard from him since he left for London, and Ivan 
said we might not see him again for years. Not in the flesh, 
anyway. But when Dmitri was born, a parcel arrived from 
London with a collection of baby things that could only have 
come from him. The wooden, bright red double decker bus 
was one of Dimi's favorite toys. Albeit to chew on and drool 
over. | didn't see Maxim as they type to get offended about 
it though. 


Stepping down off the stage, Ivan walked back over to us 
through the mass of reporters scurrying for soundbites and 
take-home quotes. 


He pulled me in against his chest, and | stretched up on my 
toes to meet his mouth as his lips closed over mine for a 
long, hard kiss as though he'd been away from me for days 
rather than the few minutes the speech had taken. Through 
the red of my closed eyes, | saw a couple of flashes going off, 
and | laughed as Ivan finally set me back on my feet. 


"I think we're going to make the papers." 


Ivan shrugged. "Why else do you think | kissed you? Now 
the whole of Brighton Beach will Know who my wife is, and 
what | do to people who try to fuck with her career. No one's 
going to touch you now that they all know you're mine." 


"Ivan!" 
"What? Let's go to the beach." 


God, | loved being his wife. 
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